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ABSTRACT
EMILY THRASH PETERS: Finding Humanity in Dystopia:
Margaret Atwood's The Hamhnciid's Tale and Ory.x and Crake
(Under the direction of Dr. Natalie Schroeder)

This thesis explores the relationship of humanity and literature in Margaret
Atwood’s The Handmaid's Tale and Oryx and Crake. Through personal narration,
Offred tells the story of being a Handmaid in the Republic of Gilead, a totalitarian
government in which language is forbidden. She struggles to remain human in a world
that treats her as a reproductive machine. Offred’s experiences lead her to forbidden
games with the Commander, an affair with the Commander’s guardian, and escape
because of love and trust in a world void of emotion. In Oryx and Crake.
Jimmy/Snowman thinks he is the last genuine human being left on the planet. He guards
a genetically engineered people group called the Crakers. Jimmy/Snowman’s past with
his best friend Crake and his lover Oryx provides the background for a story of loneliness
and redemption as Jimmy seeks the answer to questions of tme humanity. Jimmy’s
genuine humanity compares with the “humanity” of the Crakers, as Offred’s humanity
frustrates the objective goals of the mechanical Republic of Gilead. The Handmaid's
Tale and Oryx and Crake align with Atwood’s larger thematic goals of promoting the
protection of human rights and the environment. As Atwood makes her poignant stance,
she also shows that literature is a powerful tool of humanity and that humanity flourishes
through literature.
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CHAPTER I: PLOT SUMMARY
The Handmaid's Tale
This novel tells the story of Offred, a woman whose life dramatically changes
when the totalitarian Republic of Gilead takes over the United States. Women lose all
rights, and the Republic divides them into one of several groups including Wives(of
Commanders), Marthas (maids and cooks). Handmaids (reproducers). Aunts (the
Handmaids’ teachers). Econowives (wives of lower class men), or Unwomen (sterile
women who must live in the Colonies). The men become Commanders (creators of the
Republic), Angels (soldiers). Guardians (lower-class police and security), or Eyes (secret
police). Offred struggles to maintain her personal identity and tell her own story in a
world where language is forbidden.
Oryx and Crake
Jimmy, or Snowman,remembers his past with his love. Oryx, and his best friend.
Crake. A catastrophe changes the world he once knew into a desolate land. The Crakers,
a group of genetically altered humans, are his only companions. He serves as their
guardian. Through flashback, Atwood relates the story of Crake’s promising beginning
and destructive end as Jimmy/Snowman journeys back to the facility where Crake created
this nightmare world by splicing a lethal virus into his new wonder birth-control drug,
BlyssPluss. In a world fraught with genetically enhanced predators and little food or
shelter. Snowman struggles to survive and understand the events that have led to his
cLiiTent situation.
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CHAPTER II: INTRODUCTION
Margaret Atwood has written two dystopian novels thus far in her extensive
career. By definition, a dystopia is an imaginary place where people lead dehumanized
and often fearful lives (“dystopia”). Atwood’s first dystopia. The Handmaid's Tale,
published in 1986, presents the story of a woman named Offred. Offred’s life changes
when the Republic of Gilead takes control of the United States in a matter of months,
taking all rights from women and creating a militant society built on a hierarchy of the
sexes. This novel analyzes problems associated with pollution and infertility-problems
which lead the Republic to dictate childbearing to raise the nation’s birth rate. This
future setting “exaggeratefs] and expose[s] some of the failings of our society, including
disregard for the environment and the inequitable distribution of power between
individuals”(Cooke 113). Seventeen years later, Atwood returns to the dystopian genre
with the publication of her novel Oryx and Crake. This time, however, Atwood uses
science to create genetically altered humans and medicines that spread a lethal viRis.
Due to the changes the world has seen in these seventeen years, Atwood writes about
issues more suitable for the current time- ■genetic engineering and medicinal
manipulation. Prior to Atwood’s work on The Handmaid s Tale and Oryx and Crake, her
family and history influenced many aspects of her writing.
Margaret Atwood was bom on November 18, 1939, in Ottawa, Canada. During
Atwood’s childhood and adolescence, her father’s work as a forest entomologist and
university professor moved the family from the Canadian wilderness in the summer to
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Toronto in the winter. While her father taught her about the outdoors. Atwood’s
mother’s family gave her a strong start in feminism, showing her a vast number of
possibilities open to women. Nathalie Cooke remarks on the direct way that “Atwood’s
upbringing, education, and early formation as a writer provided a foundation for the
direction of her writing, particularly its central themes of environmental awareness.
Canadian nationalism, and feminism” in her criticism Margaret Atw^ood: A Critical
Companion (3-4). Atwood comments that the greatest support that her parents gave her
was an expectation for her to use her abilities and intelligence and no pressure on her to
get married, which was expected of most women of that time (Staines 12).
Another experience Atwood recalls that influenced her as a female writer is
watching the Moira Shearer film The Red Shoes in 1948. This film relates the story of a
ballerina forced to decide between dancing and marriage. She decides to marry, but.
years later, she puts the shoes back on for one last dance. She goes to a train track and
dances into the path of an oncoming train. Atwood says the moral was clear to her:
[The dancer] understood that a woman artist had to make a choice: either her art, and the
bleak life that promised to entail, or a life that involved marriage, children, and the
various comforts of normalcy”(Cooke 14). However, Atwood knew that she “was and
would always be double: woman and writer”(Cooke 14). Atwood thrives in this duality
and maintains it through her own double identity-

Margaret’ is the writer, the

international celebrity, who takes her vocation very seriously indeed. ‘Peggy’ is the one
who manages not to take herself too seriously”(Cooke 15). This binary quality of
Atwood as woman and writer provides a strong start for her support of feminine rights
through her work.
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Despite the empowerment encouraged by her father and mother. Atwood
encountered the difficulties of being a female writer when she was in college. Though
Victoria College, now part of Harvard University, admitted women, it still treated them
differently than men. As a sign of her knowledge that her gender might be a problem.
Atwood signed her first publications *‘M.E. Atwood”(Cooke 7). Atwood’s first
experiences with this double standard against women began in 1963. Atwood worked at
Canadian Facts Marketing where she “watched her coworkers bump up against what is
now called the glass ceiling”(Cooke 8). In a study titled “Glass Ceiling? What Glass
Ceiling? A Qualitative Study of How Women View the Glass Ceiling in Public Relations
and Communications Management,” Brenda Wrigley finds that “The Department of
Labor(1991) defined the glass ceiling as, ‘...those artificial barriers based on attitudinal
or organizational bias that prevent qualified individuals from advancing upward in their
organization into management-level positions,(p.l)’ The Report highlighted the absence
of women and minorities in management”(27-28). Later, when Atwood wrote fulllength publications, she did not shy away from these double standards her coworkers
faced. Instead, she chose to expose them (Cooke 9).
In addition to a difficult business world, Atwood also faced a difficult public as a
writer. The stereotypical face of the female writer did not encourage many women to
follow that path. Many female writers only became well-known after their tragic deaths.
Atwood says,“To put it mildly, the prospects for women artists, especially poets were
pretty bleak....there were relatively few of them... landl they were not a healthy and
happy bunch”(qtd. in Cooke 13). She then names such well-known and tragic figures as
Sylvia Plath, Virginia Woolf, and Anne Sexton. “Atwood’s conclusion: “(lit is more
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difficult for a woman writer in this society than for a male writer...because it has been
made more difficult...the stereotypes still lurk in the wings, ready to spring’”(qtd. in
Cooke 14). Atwood faced these stereotypes and used her work to change them.
For these reasons, Atwood has been described as one of the most versatile
authors of the twentieth century. Cooke writes, “Atwood’s work is located at the
intersection of three distinct, though related, literary traditions: feminist, Canadian
nationalist, and postmodern”(19). These feminist, Canadian, and postmodern influences
bring Atwood’s skill to many different genres, including poetry, fiction, non-fiction, and
children’s books. Through most of her works, readers can see her need to illustrate the
protection of human rights, especially feminine rights. Atwood involves the reader in
this struggle through the postmodern quality of her work.
In addition to these aspects, Atwood includes personal signs of herself in her
work. Atwood makes today’s issues of sexuality, feminism, and censorship more
interesting and prompts the reader’s involvement through her own personality. For
example, in The Handmaid's Tale, Offred notices the inscription “M. loves G., 1972”
carved into a desk at the Rachel and Leah Centre, where the Handmaids are trained.
Cooke notes that “[n]ineteen seventy-two was the first of many happy years in Margaret
Atwood’s relationship to her partner Graeme Gibson”(132).
In addition to this personal quality, Atwood likes for her characters themselves to
44 4

be very personal to the reader;
witnesses

Writers,’ explains Atwood, ‘are eye-witnesses, I-

(qtd. in Cooke 2). Cooke remarks on the quality of personal narration in

Atwood’s novels, saying, “Offred, one of the few fertile women in the Gileadean society
of The Handmaid's Tale, can speak to the negative effects of pollution because she sees.
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every day, how it has affected those around her. Snowman, in Oryx and Crake, has
something to say about the practical implications of genetically modified plants and
animals” (2). While these novels have very different scenarios, each exaggerates the
most pressing situations of the time to twist present-day technology and discriminations
into terrifying consequences. However, at the heart of these novels, Atwood creates a
desire for human intimacy that becomes a fixation for the characters. This desire also
easily relates to Atwood’s common thematic concept of the protection of human rights.
Atwood often uses wit and satire to deliver that heavy subjects about which she chooses
to write.
Atwood begins each novel with an epigraph from another satirist, Jonathan Swift.
In The Handmaid's Tale, Atwood chooses lines from Swift’s A Modest Proposal: “But as
to myself, having been wearied out for many years with offering vain, idle, visionary
thoughts, and at length utterly despairing of success, I fortunately fell upon this
proposal

” Nathalie Cooke describes a “modest proposal” as “a visionary thought that

is the opposite of ‘vain’ or ‘idle,’ in other words, one that is useful and practical as well
as “an exaggerated form of some of the distasteful attitudes in our society (133). Cooke
asserts that Atwood chooses this passage to prepare readers for the satirical proposal
ahead. She writes, “Gilead’s ‘practical’ solution to the ills of its society (which are, not
coincidentally, the ills of our own society)—pollution and its resulting infertility, crime,
and the disintegration of personal relationships

is regimented behavior”(133). While

this “regimented behavior” seems to be the perfect solution to the Commander and other
officials in the Gileadean society, the reader sees the actions of the Gileadean government
through the personal naixation of the oppressed Offred.
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In On.x ami Crake. Atwood shifts the focus from the hierarchy of a totalitarian
government to Snowman’s survival in a new world and his personal narration of the
events that result in his current situation. Appropriately, Atwood chooses a line from
Swift’s Gulliver's Travels as the epigraph for this novel: “I could perhaps like others
have astonished you with strange improbable tales: but I rather chose to relate plain
matter of fact in the simplest manner and style; because my principal design was to
inform you, and not to amuse you.” Atwood fulfills the declaration of this epigraph by
providing a matter-of-fact nan'ator in Snowman as well as informing the reader of the
events which have led to his present situation. Perhaps this emphasis on “the simplest
manner and style” results in Atwood’s choosing a male naiTator instead of the female
nanator of her more usual style, as seen in The Handmaid's Tale and other well-known
novels such as Cat's Eye, Robber Bride, and the Booker prize-winning The Blind
Assassin.
Atwood’s history and personal wit combined with her sense of injustice toward
those who oppress create quite a foundation for her work. She gives the characters in The
Handmaid's Tale and Oryx and Crake a need to tell and to be heard that makes humanity
and literature inseparable. Atwood reveals in humanity a need for legacy that underlies
other thematic concepts of power through language and through oppression.
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CHAPTER III: The Handmaid's Tale
The Handmaid's Tale. Atwood’s first dystopia, creates a chillingly realistic view
of the exaggerated possibilities for the current world. This novel stayed on the New York
Times best-seller list for twenty-three weeks, bringing Atwood into the international
literary world. For this reason, Atwood is recognized as “one of the leading satirists of
the twentieth century, central to a Tradition (even now)dominated by men”(Cooke 135).
Coral Ann Howells, author of Margaret Atwood and editor of The Cambridge
Companion to Margaret Atwood, lists some of the novel’s achievements including the
Governor General’s Award in Canada, the Arthur C. Clarke Science Fiction Prize, and
the Los Angeles Times Fiction Prize in the United States. The Handmaid s Tale was also
shortlisted for the Booker Prize in Britain (5). However, Atwood herself simply states
that The Handmaid's Tale is:
...about what happens at the intersection of several trends, all of which are
with us today: the rise of right-wing fundamentalism as a political force,
the decline in the Caucasian birth rate in North America and northern
Europe, and the rise in infertility and birth-defect rates, due, some say, to
increased chemical-pollutant and radiation levels, as well as to sexuallytransmitted diseases,(qtd. in Howells 96)
Regardless of this novel’s intentions, Atwood creates a staitling view of life if it
continues in the way of oppression and wastefulness of resources and casts a gaze on
human rights that is hard for readers to ignore.
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The Handmaid's Tale opens a new venue for Atwood, using her poetic style and
witty word play to analyze the importance of language to the oppressed. Atwood states
in an interview with Danita Dodson that “lolne of the things that oppressors like to deny.
and usually do, to the people that they are oppressing is education..,.You don’t want the
people that you're oppressing to be able to read. It gives them ideas. And similarly with
women; they get ideas if they read”(101). In this novel as a whole, Atwood reflects on
the epigraph by Jonathan Swift, creating a “modest proposal” that leaves readers shocked
and uneasy about the current trends of society.
Atwood also uses a Sufi proverb and a Biblical reference to introduce Tlte
Handmaid's Tale. Cooke gives reasons for these choices in her book Margaret Atwood;
“If the Biblical passage provides historical precedent for the novel’s futuristic society,
and the Sufi proverb underlines the lunacy possible when lawmakers lose sight of
common sense, then the quote from Swift signals that the novel we are about to read is a
satire”(132-133). Atwood chooses the Biblical verses from Genesis 30:1-3:
And when Rachel saw that she bare Jacob no children, Rachel envied her
sister; and said unto Jacob, Give me children, or else I die.
And Jacob’s anger was kindled against Rachel; and he said. Am I in God’s
stead, who hath withheld from thee the fruit of the womb?
And she said. Behold my maid Bilhah, go in unto her; and she shall bear
upon my knees, that I may also have children by her.
These verses illustrate the confidence the Gileadean society has in its actions. This
theologically sound solution influences the creation of the entire Republic. By providing
an alternative solution to the infertility of couples through Handmaids, this government
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solves its problem in continuing humanity. However, the alternative comes with the loss
of freedom for practically everyone in this government. Cooke remarks upon this
vastness of Gileadean oppression especially because “[t]he real treachery...seems to be
that everyone in this supposedly improved society is, in fact, trapped”(116). The
government's belief that God not only accepts but also encourages their actions shows
the depth of its fall.
Atwood also includes the Sufi proverb *‘ln the desert there is no sign that says.
Thou shalt not eat stones” in her epigraph for this novel. The reference to a desert
parallels Offred's seclusion and desolate outlook for the future. Also, people do not need
a sign to tell them something that should be common sense. However, when outside
forces influence a person’s freedom of choice, fear and desperation cloud a common
sense judgment. In Offred’s case, eating a stone means doing everything she has done
against her moral conscience, everything she does in support of the Republic so that she
may live, and every small luxury she accepts to remain complacent about her situation.
In Atwood’s The Handmaid's Tale, Handmaids make up perhaps the most
important class in this society. They are the reproducers. When the Republic takes over
the United States, the government officials resolve the problem of lowering birth rates by
declaring every second marriage or unmarried couple adulterous and apprehending the
female partner. These females have two choices. They can become Handmaids and live
in the homes of high-ranking government officials, called Commanders, to provide the
household with a child, or the Republic sends them to the Colonies to clean toxic waste
until they die. If the woman chooses to become a Handmaid, she is sent to a Center for
reconditioning. The protagonist in The Handmaid's Tale, Offred, spends her time of
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reconditioning at the Rachel and Leah Centre. The Center’s name refers to one of the
epigraphs of this novel,“And when Rachel saw that she bare Jacob no children, Rachel
envied her sister: and said unto Jacob, Give me children, or else I die”(King James
Version, Gen. 30:1). The Republic takes the verse from the Old Testament of the Bible
and exaggerates it as it does with many other verses to create the theologically centered
society. The Aunts teach the women the new mles and indoctrinate them in the ways of
the new Republic.
Offred explains the necessity of the Handmaid in the new Republic in this way:
The chances are one in four [of getting pregnant], we learned that at the
Center. The air got too full, once, of chemicals, rays, radiation, the water
swarmed with toxic molecules, all of that takes years to clean up, and
meanwhile they creep into your body, camp out in your fatty cells. Who
knows, your very flesh may be polluted, dirty as an oily beach, sure death
to shore birds and unborn babies.{The Handmaid's Tale 112)
Because so many women and men are sterile, a productive Handmaid has much value to
the Republic.
Before Offred’s experiences allow her to tell her story as a Handmaid, she must
complete training at the Rachel and Leah Centre. While in the Center, Offred learns the
difficulties that await this first generation of Handmaids. Aunt Lydia tells them:
You are a transitional generation.... It is the hardest for you. We know
the sacrifices you are being expected to make. It is hard when men revile
you. For the ones who come after you, it will be easier. They will accept
their duties with willing hearts. She did not say: Because they will have
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no memories, of any other way. She said: Because they won’t want things
they can't have. {The Handmaid's Tale 117)
Even in this passage about the difficulty in transitioning to become a Handmaid, the
reader can see Offred's hesitance in adopting this new way of life. However, she does
nothing to rebel against the society as a whole. Though she has a few indiscretions, her
personal gain from them well out-weigh any sense of rebellion she may feel. The society
conditions the Handmaids while in the Center, giving them specific phrases to say and
ways to behave. For example, when Offred meets her walking partner Ofglen, Ofglen
remarks, “‘Blessed be the fruit...’ the accepted greeting among [them]. ‘May the Lord
open,’ lOffredl answer[sl, the accepted response” {The Handmaid's Tale 19). At all
times, the Republic makes the Handmaids conscious of their one and only duty in the
society—they must pray that they will be fertile and produce offspring.
While in the Rachel and Leah Centre, the Handmaids experience other types of
indoctrinization from the Aunts. Cooke takes notice of the Aunt’s names, which refer to
“famous figures of North American consumer society: Aunt Helena (Helena Rubenstein),
Aunt Lydia (Lydia Pinkerton), Aunt Elizabeth (Elizabeth Arden), Aunt Betty (Betty
Crocker, and Aunt Sarah (Sarah Lee)”(114). This indication could be one of the first
that the Republic is not as different from the world before it as the reader might like.
Both the Aunts and the corporate world that they represent work to “perpetrate
conformity”(134). She also notes that these women may actually believe in the
“traditional values” that they teach; however, they may also see this position as the only
way to survive in this society. It also comes with the added power and benefit of working
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directly tor the Republic and controlling the Handmaids(127). The Aunts teach the
Handmaids many facets to value about their new positions in society.
In response to the initial shock of life under the Republic’s rule. Aunt Lydia
explains, “There is more than one kind of freedom....Freedom to and freedom from. In
the days of anarchy, it was freedom to. Now you are being given freedom from. Don’t
underrate it” {The HamhmiuVs Tale 24). The Handmaids question this “freedom from’
as the government completely controls their lives. Offred spends her days thinking about
her family and how the Republic has taken away her freedom to choose to be with them.
Instead, the Republic traps her in the Commander’s household. The Aunts tell them to
focus on their “freedom from” instead—freedom from the rebels of the society, freedom
from the woiTies of food, providing for children, or having a prestigious career. Their
sole purpose lies in caring for their bodies in the hopes of becoming pregnant.
In addition to forcing women to redefine feminine worth, the Rachel and Leah
Centre also makes the Handmaids listen to Scripture, which the Republic corrupts for its
own purposes. The Republic does not allow the Handmaids to read on their own, but
they may listen as a man recites the Beatitudes to them. Offred hears, "Blessed be the
poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Blessed are the merciful. Blessed be
the meek. Blessed are the silent.

Offred says, “I knew they made that up, I know it was

wrong, and they left things out, too, but there was no way of checking”(89). This
alteration of the Scriptural verses reveals the all-encompassing power of this society. Not
even religion can escape its grasp.
The first alteration of the Beatitudes consists of the deletion of the verse, “Blessed
are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.” The government does not want to
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dangle a promise like comfort before the Handmaids. Aunt Lydia later says that future
generations of Handmaids will not want things they cannot have. Theoretically, if the
government does not inform the Handmaids of comfort, they will not miss it. Therefore,
if the Republic does not include the promise of comfort in its theological indoctrinization,
eventually no one will ever know it was there.
The government also deletes the reward clauses from the next two phrases. This
society wants the Handmaids to be merciful; however, they do not guarantee that “they
shall receive mercy." Neither do they want the Handmaids to know that “they shall
inherit the earth" if they are meek. The Republic of Gilead controls its members by
controlling what influences them.
The final phrase, “Blessed are the silent,” illustrates the complete control of
Gilead. This society adds its own desires for its citizens into the Scripture. Matthew 5:12
states. Rejoice, and be exceeding glad: for great is your reward in heaven...”(King
James Version). This verse directly opposes what the leaders want the Handmaids to do,
so they change it. This manipulation of the words of Christ shows the ability of Gilead s
leaders to control others with no remorse.
In addition to a new way of thinking, the Rachel and Leah Centre also provides
the Handmaids with a new wardrobe. Offred describes the Handmaids’ clothing and the
red coloring of “[e]verything except the wings around [her] face” as “the color of blood,
which defines [them]” {The Handmaid’s Tale 8). The outfit consists of a red robe
covering the entire body, its thickness varying upon the season. The Handmaids must
always wear the white wings around their faces, which restrict their gazes only to things
in front of them. Offred adds,“Some people call them habits, a good word for them.
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Habits are hard to break”(The Handmaid's Tale 24-5). Atwood’s witty play on the word
“habit” shows the full oppression of the Republic. The red habits also reveal the
Handmaids' repressed passion. Because of their responsibility to their Commanders,
Handmaids cannot develop a passionate, loving relationship with a man, nor can they
have families of their own. As long as they wear the habit, they belong to their
Commander. This Scarlet Letter-esquc apparel labels the Handmaid a fallen woman,
used only for sexual reproduction and made to be a mistress. Also, the complete
covering of the Handmaid’s body by the habit reveals the imprisonment they must accept.
Although the habit itself holds no oppressive force over the women,the Republic that it
represents uses the garment to identify these women and keep them under its control.
While the clothing seems to be a simple change in the lives of the Handmaids, the
uniformity of their appearance and behavior works to erase their individual identity. The
Republic thrives on the “chastity” of the Handmaids. They are saved for Commanders
and should not be seen by anyone else. At the Center, Aunt Lydia remarks,“Modesty is
invisibility.... Never forget it. To be seen - to be seen - is to be - her voice trembled penetrated. What you must be, girls, is impenetrable” {The Handmaid's Tale 28). The
chastity of the Handmaids involves their purity from anything oppositional to the
Republic rather than their sexual purity. While a Handmaid may have sexual relations
with several Commanders within a lifetime, she may not have relations outside of the
household wherein she lives. “Chastity” also prohibits affection and personal attachment.
For this reason, Offred finds power in pushing her boundaries as a Handmaid. Offred
later thinks,“We must look good from a distance: picturesque, like Dutch milkmaids on a
wallpaper frieze...Soothing to the eye, the eyes, the Eyes, for that’s who this show is tor

15

{The Handmaid’s Tale 212). Offred knows that the Eyes, the Republic’s secret police.
watch the Handmaids constantly. For this reason, she must remain above reproach when
out on the street. She also carefully guards her conversation with her companion
Handmaid, Ofglen, with whom she walks on trips to the market.
Helene Cixous has particular insight into this type of society in her essay “The
Laugh of the Medusa,” published in 1975. Cixous describes a woman’s ability to
reproduce in economic terms because “when pregnant, the woman not only doubles her
market value, but - what’s more important - takes on intrinsic value as a woman in her
own eyes and, undeniably, acquires body and sex”(1464). Like the society in which
Cixous writes, Atwood’s world actually does give women a “market value” based on
their ability to reproduce. After having a chance in three households as a Handmaid, the
woman is labeled “baixen” if she still fails to produce a child. The Republic then deems
her an “Unwoman” and sends her to the Colonies to clean up toxic waste. This society
does not consider the possibility that the Commander could be the sterile one. The
Republic reveals its great need for reproducers through the value and pressure it places on
the Handmaids to have children.
Helene Cixous also explains: “Men have committed the greatest crime against
women. Insidiously, violently,[men] have led [women]to hate women, to be their own
enemies, to mobilize their immense strength against themselves, to be the executants of
their virile needs”(1455). Atwood expands on this idea in The Handmaid's Tale. Rather
than create a society in which the men control the women, Atwood uses the women
themselves to control the other women. With the institution of Aunts and Wives in the
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Republic to control the Marthas and Handmaids, the men have time to manage this
repressive society of which Atwood writes.
Coral Ann Howells expands the comparison between The Handmaid’s Tale and
“The Laugh of the Medusa:
Atwood’s novel enacts in practice what Cixous’s essay proposes as theory.
for Offred is Cixous’s woman ‘confined to the narrow room’ and ‘given a
deadly brainwashing’ but who becomes the ‘I-woman, escapee’, ‘breaking
out of the snare of silence’ to ‘write herself.(The vocabulary here is
entirely taken from ‘Medusa’)”(102)
Offred resists through her body and the writing of her body as she laughs the “laugh of
the Medusa,” exploring the “dark continent” of the female body and pulling in any man
who dares to look her in the eye (Howells 102).
99 ift

As Offred tells the reader about herself, she remarks about the life “before;

We

lived, as usual, by ignoring. Ignoring isn’t the same as ignorance, you have to work at it
{The Handmaid’s Tale 56). She thinks about the complacent society of “before,

The

newspaper stories were like dreams to us, bad dreams dreamt by others” {The
Handmaid’s Tale 56). Atwood uses Offred’s memories to link Offred’s past to the world
of a reader in the 1980s. By directly relating to specific facts about the past, such as
women’s inability to gain promotion in the workforce, Atwood makes the exaggeration
of The Handmaid's Tale more believable.
The Republic also uses names as a way to change the identity of the Handmaids.
Once the women receive their Commander assignments, the Commander’s name
becomes their own name, following “of.” For example, the protagonist’s name
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throughout the novel is “Offred," meaning that she is of the household of the Commander
named Fred. Cooke further analyzes Offred’s name:
Offred is praiseworthy in large part because she ‘offers’ the stories of
heroism that she witnesses, recording them for posterity. She, herself, is
‘afraid’(to play on a word that sounds like ‘Offred’)—afraid to rally
against the Revolution, to reveal herself to Ofglen, to spy on behalf of the
Mayday group, to attempt escape, to commit suicide. Indeed, she seems
afraid to act independently at all.(125)
During the earliest stage of the Republic’s take-over, the women rebel by telling one
another their names in secret. Offred remembers,“We learned to whisper almost without
sound.... We learned to lip-read, our heads flat on the beds, turned sideways, watching
each other’s mouths. In this way we exchanged names,from bed to bed: Alma. Janine.
Dolores. Moira. June’’{The Handmaid's Tale 4). These secret rebellions continue
beyond the Center as the Handmaids move to their specific Commander’s households.
Through analysis of the female and male characters in Offred’s personal narrative, as
well as the Historical Notes section, readers experience an account of the Republic of
Gilead that Atwood uses to bring readers to a new awareness of human rights and loyalty.
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FEMALE CHARACTERS
Atwood creates several female characters to compare and contrast with Offred
and reveal her overall inefficiency and pacificity as a character in the Republic of Gilead.
These women also create levels of complacency and rebellion within the female
characters in this novel. Sometimes the Handmaids can still maintain contact with one
another after their time in the Rachel and Leah Centre. For example, the Handmaids
remember Janine as “Janine” despite her various Commander assignments. Moira and
Ofglen also have a large role in Offred’s narrative. Janine functions as an absolutely
dependent character. She knows the consequences of her actions and still behaves in a
way to be of the best use to the Republic regardless of the cost. She completely buys into
the Republic’s claims and will do anything to avoid being sent to the Colonies. In
contrast, Moira functions as the rebel. Even in Offred’s remembrances of her before the
Republic, Atwood characterizes Moira with a lessened sense of social etiquette through
instances such as repeatedly taking Offred’s cigarettes and barging in to visit {The
Handmaid's Tale 56). Moira’s awareness and confidence in herself, however, make her
part in this novel very different from Offred’s narrative. Moira’s later appearance in
Jezebel’s, a brothel in the Republic open only to Commanders and those they may bring,
solidifies her stereotype as the rebel. Ofglen, a woman Offred meets as a Handmaid,
functions as the underground resistance member. Unlike Moira, Ofglen remains a part of
the Republic as a Handmaid. However, she fights against the Republic through the
Mayday movement. Atwood brings these women together to create a hierarchy of
rebellion against which readers can assess Offred’s genuine intentions toward the
Republic.
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Offred first meets Janine in the Rachel and Leah Centre. She remembers that
Janine would do anything the Aunts ask, always being the first to volunteer for
confessions and being as submissive as possible. The Handmaids in turn shout
"Crybaby” back at Janine and resent her for making a spectacle of herself for the sake of
the Republic. Later in the novel, Offred and the other Handmaids detest Janine, now
known as Ofwarren, for becoming pregnant. She shows herself off to the barren
Handmaids in a store even after she does not have to go shopping anymore. After the
birthing, Offred hears that Ofwarren’s baby dies. After all of Ofwarren’s gloating, she
now finds herself more despised by the Republic than the barren Handmaids. Her
reputation for having sex with a doctor to get pregnant makes the other Handmaids
dislike her; however, Atwood uses her character to compare with Offred. Later still in
the novel, the Handmaids take part in a “Particicution”—a public execution. As part of
the execution, the Handmaids are offered a chance to refocus their “repressed aggression
against men, namely against their officially legitimized and socially sanctioned rapists,
the Commanders”(Mohr 247). The Handmaids literally tear apart men convicted of rape
or infanticide, whether they are guilty or not(Mohr 247). Offred and Ofglen “...notice
Janine. Smeared with blood, she holds a clump of the Guardian’s blonde hair in her right
hand ...and seems to have gone completely mad”(Cooke 123-4). While none of the
other Handmaids agree with Janine’s actions, at least she does something. However,
Cooke notes that, ultimately, all of Janine’s conformity still leaves her broken (127).
Offred lacks the initiative to do anything and never uses her position to help
others. Although Offred is the protagonist of this novel, she does not have the qualities
of a true hero. Her best friend Moira, however, shows intelligence and courage in her
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attempts to escape. Moira will not settle for compromise or become complacent when
given a lew luxuries. She symbolizes the strong feminist movement and shows where
Offred fails in strength. Cooke compares them by writing:
It is Moira who ultimately escapes from the Red Centre, using her
technical know-how to dismantle the toilet, and her courage and cunning
to outwit the system. It is Moira who, when caught, opts to spend a few
years at Jezebel’s, where she can be open about her lesbian identity, rather
than spend a longer time wasting away in the toxic filth of the Colonies.
(Cooke 126)
However, when Offred later meets Moira at Jezebel’s, Moira looks as if she has given up.
This last glimpse into Moira’s life shows that individual rebellion is often not enough to
make a change. Though Moira believes she is free because she is not a Handmaid, she
has no more freedom than Offred. Outside of Jezebel’s, Moira would be as oppressed as
Offred because both would be fugitives of the Republic. Moira paradoxically sells
herself to this place to finally be “free.” However, too much oppression will crush even
the strongest spirit given enough time, as Offred sees when she encounters Moira at
Jezebel’s.
Like Moira, Ofglen also acts in rebellion against the Rebuplic of Gilead.
However, Atwood uses Ofglen as the primary representative of the underground
movement within the Republic called Mayday. Ofglen’s Handmaid status makes her a
victim of the Republic; however, she uses this status to gain information about the
Republic and to recruit others to the movement. Ofglen asks Offred about her
relationship with the Commander and for information about her time with him. She tests
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Offred, saying,‘it's a beautiful May day"{The Handmaid's Tale 43). Offred replies.
Yes...Praise be....* as an afterthought" {The Handmaid's Tale 44), Offred remembers
Luke’s telling her that m'aidez is French for “help me." Offred’s compliance to the
acceptable response keeps Ofglen from giving Offred any further information about the
resistance movement. However, when Ofglen learns that she can trust Offred, she tells
her that "Mayday" is the password for the group, but “Don’t use it imless you have to....
(The Hamlmaid's Tale 202). Later, when Ofglen sees the van coming to get her because
they have found out that she is in the underground movement,she commits suicide.
Cooke compares this action with Offred’s inaction saying that Offred’s “spirit of revolt is
unclear”(116). Ofglen. however, makes a decisive judgment and ends her life before the
Republic can get any information from her.
Offred also confronts resistance to the Republic when she visits the doctor to
confirm her viability. The doctors of the Republic of Gilead have a great amount of
power. They can determine the futures of the Handmaids by “detecting” disease and
having them sent to become Unwomen. When Offred has to have a check-up, the doctor
gives her another option. He offers himself to Offred, saying that many Commanders are
sterile and can never reproduce. With the youthful assistance of the doctor, Offred could
find herself pregnant and safe from a future as an Unwoman. However, if someone
catches her and the doctor in the act of copulation, they would both be put to death.
Despite these dismal options, Offred tries to maintain an open attitude with the doctor but
politely declines his offer of help. She thinks,“Why am I frightened? I’ve crossed no
boundaries. I’ve given no trust, taken no risk, all is safe. It’s the choice that temfies me.
A way out. A salvation" {The Handmaid's Tale6\). Yet even with this way out, Offred
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refuses lo act. She maintains her characterization as a passive protagonist, standing
against the Republic in thought but never in action. This constraint on her personal voice
reveals more of Atwood's views on oppression.
Throughout the doctor's visit, Offred stmggles with her lack of a voice. She must
maintain a thin margin of enor around those with such power as the doctor. Later, when
Offred returns home, she prepares for the Ceremony by taking a bath—“I avoid looking
down at my body, not so much because it's shameful or immodest but because I don’t
want to see it. I don't want to look at something that determines me so completely” {Tlie
Handmaid's Tale 63). Offred struggles with the image of herself as a commodity rather
than as a person. The Republic does not need women; it needs reproducers. Offred
thinks, “I cannot avoid seeing, now, the small tattoo on my ankle. Four digits and an eye.
a passport in reverse. It's supposed to guarantee that I will never be able to fade, finally,
into another landscape. I am too important, too scarce, for that. I am a national resource
{The Handmaid's Tale 65). Offred knows the importance of her place in the Republic;
yet just as sure as she knows her importance, she also knows that the Republic will
survive without her. Any other number of viable wombs will be able to take her place.
As Offred aches for some kind of personal validation, she thinks of her daughter, whom
the Republic takes from her when she goes to the Center. The smell of the bath draws
out her most personal and favored memories. Offred “step[s] into the water, lie[s] down,
letls] it hold Iherf The water is soft as hands”{The Handmaid's Tale 63). Atwood
personifies the water as hands to reveal Offred’s desperate need to be touched, to feel
human intimacy rather than feel like a machine in the production line of the Republic of
Gilead.
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After Otfred gets out of the bath, she moisturizes her face with the pat of butter
she hides trom dinner and thinks.“My self is a thing I must now compose, as one
composes a speech. What I must present is a made thing, not something bom”{The
Handmaid's Tale 66). This line of reasoning lies in direct opposition to what she really
teels. Offred needs to know that she is someone born, not made. However, to survive in
the Republic. Offred must present herself as everything the Republic wants her to be.
One person in particular to whom Offred must present herself is her
Commander's wife. Serena Joy. Atwood characterizes Serena Joy with flowers and
gardening. Also, Cooke notes that Atwood’s characterization “...bears a striking
resemblance to Tammy Faye Baker, wife of the televangelist Jim Baker in the 1980s'
(115). This additional parallel furthers the negative focus on the theological control of
the society; Serena Joy's transformation from theological force to controlling force in this
society supports Atwood’s satire of extreme theological fundamentalist groups.
Offred notices Serena Joy’s clothing when she comes into the sitting room for the
Ceremony—the mechanical monthly time of sexual intercourse between the Commander
and Offred and Serena Joy by association. Offred says,“She’s in one of her best dresses.
sky blue with embroidery in white along the edges of the veil: flowers and fretwork.
Even at her age she still feels the urge to wreathe herself in flowers. No use for you, I
think at her, my face unmoving, you can’t use them anymore, you’re withered” {The
Handmaid's Tale 81-2). Serena Joy puts cut flowers in the room for the Ceremony, one
of which Offred later thinks about stealing. She would press it and save it in her room for
the next Handmaid to find.
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Serena Joy also gardens, like many of the Wives in the Republic of Gilead.
Offred takes notice of her tulips one day as she returns from her walk with Ofglen. “The
tulips along the border are redder than ever, opening, no longer wine cups but chalices;
thrusting themselves up, to what end? They are, after all, empty. When they are old they
turn themselves inside out, then explode slowly, the petals thrown out like shards” {TJte
Handmaid's Tale 45). Offred compares herself to this plant. She notes the redness of the
tulip and feels a reciprocation of its efforts to be fruitful as she stands in her equally red
habit. Despite the opening of the “chalice,” the tulips still die. Whether or not the plant
is pollinated, it will die. Atwood uses Serena Joy’s garden and especially her tulips as a
major symbol in The Handmaid's Tale. Like the Handmaids’ habits, the flowers are red,
representative of the blood of motherhood and birth.
Also, Serena Joy’s working in the gardens represent her inefficiency as a member
of this household. She can no longer support the household by producing children, so she
must work the soil to produce anything. When Offred approaches Serena Joy, she sees
that Serena Joy has “attacked” the tulips with her shears. This action represents the
Jealousy Serena Joy carries toward the Handmaids. Offred sees her own fate in this
plant. She remarks on the singular purpose of the Handmaid;“We are two-legged
wombs, that’s all: sacred vessels, ambulatory chalices.” The Republic leaves no room for
entertainment, lust, or love—only objective sex for reproduction purposes {The
Handmaid's Tale 136). Offred uses the metaphor of the Handmaid as a tulip to show the
desperation she feels. She will die eventually whether she becomes pregnant or not. She
will have no legacy and no family, except for a daughter who will never know her. She
will wilt and fade away just like the tulip. Anatomically, the beautiful red flower is the
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reproductive organ of the plant, and Serena Joy does all that is in her power to leave it
alive, yet as barren as she.
As Atwood investigates the lives and choices of these women,she reveals various
levels of complacency and rebellion. Cooke writes,“The fates of all these women passive and active - illustrate the ironies inherent in the Republic of Gilead. Although
Gilead was a society developed to protect women, Atwood’s readers must wonder just
which women it protects and what kind of protection it provides”(Cooke 127). As
Offred interacts with the Commander and his driver, Nick, she compromises her
individual voice and remains reluctant to act against this mechanical dystopia that holds
her captive.
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MALE CHARACTERS
At the root of the Republic of Gilead, Commanders make the rules. Commanders
also have the luxury of having Handmaids in their homes to produce an heir, yet they
never have to worry about being accused of infertility. The government holds these men
in such regard that they seem to have no restrictions by which they must live, unlike the
other citizens of this Republic. Offred’s commander, Fred, keeps his collection of
contraband material despite the government ban against magazines and other items from
before the Republic. Also, he repeatedly meets with his Handmaids in his office, a
forbidden place. This society gives Commanders everything they could want, but it
forgets about the necessity of human intimacy. The Commander gets sex by his right as a
Commander; however, the Republic does not also provide him with affection or
companionship. As many men did in the time before, the Commander seeks a mistress to
take the place of the emptiness that the Republic cannot fill.
One of the first instances in which Offred describes the Commander Fred takes
place during the Ceremony. The Ceremony itself builds suspense as the reader waits
with Offred and the other household members for the Commander to enter the room.
Offred mentions “I wait, for the household to assemble. Household: that is what we are.
The Commander is the head of the household. The house is what he holds” {The
Handmaid's Tale 81). While the household members wait, Serena Joy turns on the
television. This occasion is the only time that Offred can see news about the world
outside of the Republic. Offred sees prisoners and hears word from the front lines of
battle. The news anchor speaks of peace, while members of the Republic arrest Quakers
for assisting in the Underground Femaleroad. While waiting for the Commander, Nick,
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the Guardian, makes Offred uncomfortable by moving his foot next to hers. She moves
her foot away again. The dynamic of Offred’s flirting exchange with Nick contrasts the
impending mechanical sexual encounter with the Commander. When the Commander
comes into the room, the Ceremony begins with a Scripture reading. Offred notes,“We
can be read to from it, by him, but we cannot read. Our heads turn towards him, we are
expectant, here comes our bedtime story” {TJie Handmaid's Tale 87). Offred reflects
upon the child-like quality of the reading. Just as children, the members of the household
gather around the “Father” Commander to hear stories. However, this bedtime story ends
very differently. Rather than the comfort of a good night’s sleep, Offred and the others
proceed to take part in the Ceremony - an ordered sexual experience absent of all
pleasure, meant only to further humanity. Serena Joy takes her place on the bed, with
Offred seated between her legs as the Scripture instmcts. The Commander callously has
sex with Offred, as she stares at the ceiling. Offred thinks through different ways to
describe what is happening. She does not say:
...making love, because this is not what he is doing. Copulating too
would be inaccurate, because it would imply two people and only one is
involved. Nor does rape cover it: nothing is going on here that [she
hasn’t] signed up for. There wasn’t a lot of choice but there was some,
and this is what [she] chose.{The Handmaid's Tale 94)
Cooke remarks on the impersonal nature of the intercourse: “Intercourse itself takes place
without kissing, which is forbidden, and without any sense of pleasure or possibility of
pleasurable orgasm for either party”(118). Kissing is yet another act the Republic
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prohibits to prevent actual affection between the Handmaid and Commander. In every
way possible, the Republic makes the Ceremony a mechanized exchange.
As soon as the Commander completes the sexual act, Offred comments on his
objective dismissal of the event:
The Commander, who has been propping himself on his elbows, away
from our combined bodies, doesn’t permit himself to sink down into us.
He rests a moment, withdraws, recedes, rezippers. He nods, then turns
and leaves the room, closing the door with exaggerated care behind him,
as if both of us are his ailing mother. There’s something hilarious about
this, but I don’t dare laugh.{The Handmaid's Tale 95)
Again, the Commander’s exit reveals his sense of duty, not passion. Serena Joy does not
allow Offred the usual ten minutes of rest to ensure proper fertilization. Perhaps she
knows that the Commander is infertile. Offred wonders,“Which of us is it worse for, her
or me?” {The Handmaid's Tale 95). To Offred, the Ceremony means the Commander
and Republic take advantage of her personal freedom in pursuit of a continued country
and humanity. However, to Serena Joy, the Ceremony means that she is not viable, or
therefore “good enough,” to produce a child on her own,and she must watch her husband
be unfaithful to her. While she remains a part of the Ceremony, she is very aware of her
disposability. She has a mixed relationship with Offred because she does not like sharing
any part of her husband with Offred. However, she knows that the household will never
have children without Offred.
Later after the Ceremony, Offred sneaks into the sitting room to steal something.
Her desire to have something secret of her own drives her to sneak around at night. She
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finds that Nick has also come to the sitting room that night. He startles her, telling her
not to scream, which would give them both away. Instead, they kiss, and Offred thinks
about making love to him in the sitting room. She decides that the passionate embrace is
dangerous enough. They both know it could mean their deaths if someone catches them.
Nick tells her that he has a message for her—the Commander wants her to come to his
office secretly. Nick will be the signal for her meeting with the Commander. If Nick is
waxing the car with his hat askew or off when she comes or goes for shopping, she will
meet the Commander later. If Nick’s hat is straight or if he is not there, she stays in her
room. Offred thinks:
But there must be something [the Commander] wants,from me. To want
is to have a weakness. It’s this weakness, whatever it is, that entices me.
It’s like a small crack in a wall, before now impenetrable. If I press my
eye to it, this weakness of his, I may be able to see my way clear. I want
to know what he wants.(The Handmaid's Tale 136)
Offred is amazed that this man who seems to have such control and power would want
for anything. Furthermore, she wonders how she may fulfill that want in some way.
The first night Offred meets the Commander,she realizes the danger of her
current situation. Serena Joy might find out if Offred goes to the Commander; however,
ignoring the Commander would anger him, and he could have her sent to the Colonies.
Offred ponders her precarious position in this household and decides to go to the
Commander’s office. As she enters, Offred is prepared for some type of sexual advance,
thinking this could be the only possible reason for the Commander to see her outside of
the Ceremony. However, the Commander has other plans for Offred. He says, “I d like
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you to play a game of Scrabble with me”{The Handmaid’s Tale 138). After all, “[t]he
contraband in Gilead is not sex but words”(Cooke 119). Offred’s amazed thoughts jump
from Christmas memories of the game to the new rebellion it now represents. However,
her indifferent reply of “All right” belies the depth of her surprise {The Handmaid's Tale
139). The word play thrills Offred as the Commander allows her to use her mind once
more as she did in the time “before.” Howells compares this scene with Cixous’s
reference to “women’s seizing language *to make it hers, containing it, taking it into her
mouth’..

as Offred imagines the Scrabbles tiles, like candy, as sweet letters in her

mouth (104).
After two games, with Offred and the Commander each winning one, the
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Commander says,“‘Thank you...[flor the game.’ Then he says, T want you to kiss me
{The Handmaid's Tale 139). Offred agrees and kisses him, mouth closed, pressing her
lips against his. She thinks, “I smell the shaving lotion, the usual kind, the hint of
mothballs, familiar enough to me. But he’s like someone I’ve only just met (139). The
Commander smiles the sheepish smile Offred notices during the game and replies, Not
like that... [als if you meant it”(140). Offred sees his sadness and notes. That is a
reconstruction, too”(140). As Offred leaves, she replays the events of the night in her
mind, leaving the reader to question which parts of the story actually happen and which
parts are “reconstruction.”
Several times throughout the novel Offred describes something as a
“reconstmction.” She uses this term to illustrate an event she has re-imagined over and
over again until the reader can not be sure what actually happens and what Offred creates
in her own mind. Atwood uses these reconstructions to reiterate that Offred is
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completely in charge of this story, and, therefore, in control of what version she tells the
reader. Offred “trusts the power of her voice to create the listener who will give her
experience meaning. The future, if there is to be any, lies in the possibility of the
listener's existence”(Roberts 127). Cooke remarks that these reconstructions create a
“story” which Offred is in charge of telling and also give Offred control of the ending
(Cooke 116). Howells expands this thought, saying Offred is “[rjestricted to private
domestic spaces and relegated to the margins of a political structure which denies her
existence as an individual, nevertheless [she] asserts her right to tell her story”(93).
Howells continues analyzing Offred’s unique voice, calling it “the voice of late
twentieth-century feminist individualism, resisting the cultural identity imposed on her
(99). Even in the direst of situations, “[Offred] manages to lay claim to a surprising
number of things which the system forbids: ‘my own time’(p. 47),‘my room’(p. 60),
‘my own temtory’(p. 83), and even ‘my name’(p. 94). She guards her lost name as the
secret sign of her own identity and as guarantee of her hopes for a different future
(Howells 99). Offred reverses the sentiment of anecdotes several times, and the reader
progressively realizes that Offred provides the only narrative of these events, which
makes her the “most important historian of Gilead”(Howells 93).
Offred’s visits with the Commander continue, with Nick maintaining the proper
signal, and Offred returning to play Scrabble with the Commander each time. They grow
more comfortable around one another—the Commander drinks more, and Offred asks
more extensive questions about the Republic. Later that evening, the Commander
surprises Offred with women’s magazines that he has kept from the time before the
Republic. Offred remembers:
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They suggested one adventure after another, one wardrobe after another,
one improvement after another, one man after another. They suggested
rejuvenation, pain overcome and transcended, endless love. The real
promise in them was immortality. This is what he was holding, without
knowing it. He riffled tlie pages. I felt myself leaning forward.” {The
Hcimimoid's Tale 157)
Offred’s involvement in the Commander’s secret world increases. One night, she
questions him about more personal things, such as his relationship with his wife. She
asks why he does not share the secret, illegal things from before with her:
He seemed to think about that. No, he said. She wouldn’t understand.
Anyway,she won't talk to me much anymore. We don’t seem to have
much in common,these days. So there it was, out in the open: his wife
didn’t understand him. That’s what I was there for, then. The same old
thing. It was too banal to be true.{The Handmaid's Tale 158)
At this moment, Offred realizes what she has become-a mistress. Cooke compares this
scene with one in Offred’s past: “When Ithe Commander] explains that he does not do
these things with his wife because they now share little in common, Offred is struck by
how familiar that sounds. Is she thinking of what Luke, who had been married at the
time he first met Offred, had told her?”(Cooke 120).
Despite the “perfection” of this society, with its objective reproduction and few
personal connections, both Offred and the Commander still ache for the same thing as
they would have in the time before the Republic-intimacy and love. Offred thinks,
..I’m his mistress. Men at the top have always had mistresses, why should things be
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any different now?"{The Handmaid's Tale 163). Offred becomes the Commander’s
mistress by providing him with an understanding, intelligent partner with whom he can
secretly discuss big plans and battle wits. Unlike the society before the Republic, when
the mistress provided sexual gratification, Offred now provides emotional and mental
encouragement for the Commander as well as the sexual experience that the Republic
requires of her. Offred’s amazement at this banal use of the "other woman’’ still in this
society does not cause her to reject the Commander, however. She thinks:
1 don't love the Commander or anything like it, but he’s of interest to me,
he occupies space, he is more than a shadow. And I for him. To him I m
no longer merely a usable body. To him I’m not just a boat with no cargo,
a chalice with no wine in it, an oven - to be crude—minus the bun. To
him I am not merely empty. {The Handmaid's Tale 163)
Despite Offred’s feelings toward the Commander for using her to gain what he cannot get
from his wife—an intimate, equal relationship—Offred continues to go to him each time
Nick signals her. With the Commander, Offred feels like she can be more than the
reproductive machine the Republic requires.
As their visits continue, Offred asks for hand lotion. She explains her ritual of
saving butter and using it for a moisturizer. The Commander laughs and tells her that
using butter is clever. This scene shows the Commander’s ignorance of what seems to
truly be happening in the Republic. When the Commander offers her lotion to take to her
room, Offred becomes furious, explaining that someone might search her room for all the
things that she cannot have—including hand lotion. She remembers,"For him...I am only
a whim’’(159). The Commander tries to return the fulfillment of his wants by providing
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Offred with something that she cannot get as a Handmaid; however, he does not seem to
fully comprehend her dire situation.
One night, Offred asks the Commander about the words she finds scratched near
the floor in her closet. She writes "'Nolite te bastardes carborimdorum"' on a piece of
paper to which the Commander responds with a laugh. He explains that he and his
friends made schoolboy jokes with made-up Latin words. This particular phrase means
“Don't let the bastards grind you down” {The Handmaid's Tale 187). Before Offred
writes the phrase, she holds the pen and thinks, ‘‘I can feel its power, the power of the
words it contains. Pen Is Envy, Aunt Lydia would say, quoting another Center motto,
warning us away from such objects. And they were right, it is envy. Just holding it is
envy. I envy the Commander his pen. It’s one more thing I would like to steal” {The
Handmaid's Tale 186).
Atwood uses play on the feminist term “penis envy” to reflect the changed feeling
of feminist oppression. Freud used this term to view women as castrated men. However,
Elizabeth Janeway notes that in Gilbert and Gubar’s Madwoman in the Attic, woman has
not been deprived of a penis, so much as “something else that men enjoy: namely,
autonomy, freedom, and the power to control her destiny. By insisting, falsely, on female
deprivation of the male organ, Freud is pointing to an actual deprivation and one of which
he was clearly aware”(qtd. in Gilbert 272). Janeway reflects on the different quality of
life men and women experienced in Freudian times. She calls women “evident social
castrates” pointing to “the mutilation of their potentiality as achieving human creatures”
as equal in brutality to a physical wound of castration (qtd. in Gilbert 272). Offred does
not envy the Commander’s penis or see herself as “lacking” for being a woman; however.
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she envies his pen-his language and ability to make himself heard. She envies the ability
he has to create.
Later, the Commander asks,“What would you like?” Offred replies, “Besides
hand lotion, you mean. I would like to know whatever there is to know...what’s going
on” {The Handmaid's Tale 188). Offred asks the Commander questions about his life,
his involvement in the Republic, and what really happened during the transition to the life
she now leads. The Commander walks behind her.
voice says

I’d like to know what you think, his

” {The Handmaid's Tale 210). “I don’t think a lot,[Offred] says lightly.

What he wants is intimacy, but [she] can’t give him that. There’s hardly any point in my
thinking, is there? [she] say[s]. What [she] think[s] doesn’t matter. Which is the only
reason he can tell [her] things” {The Handmaid's Tale 211). From Offred’s oppressed
position, she thinks that there must be a better way to correct the loss in population, but
she says nothing. The Commander replies, “Better never means better for everyone— It
always means worse, for some” {The Handmaid's Tale 211). This way of thinking
bothers Offred because it does not seem to matter to the Commander for whom life is
worse, as long as it is not worse for him. Offred “comes to understand that the Republic
of Gilead was a solution to a problem experienced by men in the time before: the lack of
things to ‘work for’ or ‘fight for,’ an inability to feel (198)”(Cooke 121).
The Commander later continues:
Money was the only measure of worth, for everyone, they got no respect
as mothers. No wonder they were giving up on the whole business. This
way they’re protected, they can fulfill their biological destinies in peace.
With full support and encouragement. Now. tell me. You’re an intelligent

36

person, I like to hear what you think. What did we overlook? Love, I
said. Love ? said the Commander. What kind of love? Falling in love, I
said. The Commmander looked at me with his candid boy’s eyes. Oh yes.
he said...Wliat it really worth \i,falling in lovel Arranged marriages have
always worked out just as well, if not better. {The Handmaid's Tale 220)
He tries to convince Offred that the Republic’s way provides her with more support and
respect for what she is made to do-have children. However, Offred cannot overcome her
need for validation and personal affection. In this world, women do gain respect for
having children, but Offred has not been able to become pregnant, whether by her own
barrenness or her Commander’s sterility. To Offred, no support or encouragement
exists-only the pressure to become pregnant soon or die.
One evening when Offred comes to the Commander, he asks if she is “up for a
little excitement” {The Handmaid's Tale 229). He gives her a piece of theatrical lingerie
with purple sequins and feathers, clearly from before the Republic. Offred remains
terribly nervous about getting caught with the Commander, getting caught in contraband
clothing, and most importantly, getting caught by Serena Joy. Despite her fears, Offred
still refuses to act in any way other than what the Commander tells her. He tells Offred
exactly what to do as they make their way to Nick and the car. Clearly, the Commander
has taken his Handmaids out of the household before, which makes this trip much less
personal. When Offred can get out of the car, she finds that they are at a hotel from
before, which is now called Jezebel’s, loosely based on the Biblical character of the same
name. Cooke remarks that this club houses “prostitutes from the time before, as well as
executives who prefer this life to the others available”(122). Offred realizes,“He is
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showing me off, to jthe other men), and they understand that, they are decorous enough,
they keep their hands to themselves, but they review my breasts, my legs, as if there’s no
reason why they shouldn't. But he's also showing off to me”{The Handmaid's Tale
236). As Offred looks around, she realizes that her presence gives the Commander a
certain amount of affluence: however, he also shows off to Offred, hoping to gain her
approval of such a place.
While in Jezebel's, Offred notices her friend Moira, whom she knew before the
Republic. Offred had not heard from Moira since her escape from the Center. They
signal to one another and meet in the bathroom. When Offred asks about Commanders
bringing Handmaids to Jezebel's, she replies,‘“Some of them do that, they get a kick out
of it. It's like screwing on the altar or something: your gang are supposed to be such
chaste vessels. They like to see you all painted up. Just another crummy power trip.
1 Offred thinks] This interpretation hasn’t occurred to me”{The Handmaid s Tale 243).
She applies this idea to the Commander, but she does not think it fits. However,she
resolves that it may be her own vanity that makes her think he is better than such
superficial pleasure.
After mingling downstairs for a while, the Commander takes Offred up to a

room.

She realizes that this is a hotel to which she and her husband, Luke, came before he left
his first wife. Again, the idea of “mistress returns to her, echoing her actions in the time
before. Offred remembers in the time before when she saw an interview on television of
the mistress of a concentration camp supervisor. The woman did not see him as a
monster. Offred realizes that she assumes a similar position in becoming the
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Commander's mistress(Cooke 6). This scene begs the reader to question how much has
truly changed since the institution of the Republic’s government.
As the Commander approaches her, Offred realizes that he brought her to
Jezebel's for a genuine sexual experience, not some mechanical effort of which the
Ceremony consists. He becomes vulnerable to her, going over her body slowly; “[h]e
stops at the foot, his fingers encircling the ankle, briefly, like a bracelet, where the tattoo
is, a Braille he can read, a cattle brand. It means ownership” {The Handmaid's Tale 254).
Even in this very personal situation, Atwood directly points to Offred’s lack of choice in
the situation. The Commander owns her, despite his efforts to make this encounter
different. Offred must comply with his advances. She tells herself to make this time
different, but she thinks,“The trouble is that I can’t be, with him, any different from the
way I usually am with him” {The Handmaid's Tale 255). Despite her efforts, screaming
“Fake it” inside her head, she cannot show physical pleasure in sex with the Commander.
Just as the Commander enlists Offred in his illicit activities, his wife, Serena Joy
also provides Offred with forbidden activity. Serena Joy hopes to get Offred pregnant by
sending her to their Guardian, Nick, in addition to her sexual experiences with the
Commander. Offred becomes tmly attached to Nick and enjoys being with him, but she
feels guilty because her husband could still be alive. When Offred becomes involved
with Nick, she almost seems to be content as long as she has a piece of her life for herself
to do with as she pleases. Cooke comments on the reconstructive quality of her
interaction with Nick as well -“one version it is romantic, in the other version merely
friendly, acknowledging that she will never reconstmct it fully. But it is clear that they
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have sexual intercourse and that she enjoys it” (123). These reconstmctions again
reinforce Offred’s power in choosing what to tell in this story.
Offred also shows her control of her story when she tells Nick her real name and
personal details of her life and relationships with Ofglen and Moira. Cooke analyzes
Offred’s sharing with Nick saying, “Hidden in Offred’s narrative, so hidden that they can
reach beyond and through the reconstmction of her narrative, are signs of humanity’s real
treasure: human intimacy. Offred reveals her name to Nick by way of giving him her
most precious possession”(131). This statement most explicitly reveals Offred’s desire
for Nick and disregard for the Republic and what may happen to her.
In exchange for her trust, Offred believes that Nick will provide an escape for her
through the Eyes’ van. Howells remarks that Offred’s body leads her to “emotional
survival.” Offred falls in love, however,“not with the Commander, whose image is
irretrievably tainted with patriarchal authority, but with Nick his chauffeur”(106). This
creates a “double irony,” which Howells explains. This relationship with Nick gives the
Republic exactly what it seeks through Offred’s relationship with the Commander:“She
becomes pregnant and she is reconciled to staying where she is: The fact is that I no
longer want to leave, escape, cross the border to freedom. I want to be here, with Nick,
where I can get at him’...”(106). This sentiment leads Offred to take more risks to be
with Nick and probably discourages her work with the resistance movement, if she had
ever considered helping them. Cooke remarks that “...as the novel progresses, the reader
sees (Offred) less as the victim of cmel circumstances than as someone who refused to
act to change those circumstances when she had the chance”(125). The Republic ot
Gilead cares for Offred’s every physical need; however, Offred aches for relationships
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with other people. This society’s system forces a person to be secretive and isolated, a
system which disregards humanity’s innate need to build relationships and communicate.
In turn, communication and relationships among the underground movement provide the
trust and loyalty necessary for Offred to overcome the Republic of Gilead.
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HISTORICAL NOTES
The Historical Notes section, perhaps Atwood’s most powerful section in this
novel, uses the attitude of future professors to satirize the complacency of today’s
society. Atwood reveals through Offred’s narrative that one of the most powerful tools
of oppression is taking away personal identity. For that reason, Offred records her
naiTative and even makes up an audience. Offred’s story—her personal literature—fights
against oppression and the Republic long after the end of her narration. However, the
Historical Notes section dashes any hope the reader may have of Offred’s narrative
making a triumphant stand against the Republic. Actually, her story means little more to
the professors that any other tidbit of research. Atwood satirizes academia and shows it
as impersonal and utterly objective—completely against what Offred has given the reader
for the previous pages of the novel.
Nancy Roberts reflects on the change from Offred’s narrative to the Historical
Notes section in her work Schools ofSympathy: Gender and Identification through the
Novel:
The readers’ first sense upon realizing that we are somewhere outside of
and beyond Gilead is the relief of waking from a nightmare (it did all end).
She/we have been rescued. The relief, however, is short lived, turning to
astonishment and dismay that so much seems to have been forgotten. The
scholars at the Twelfth Symposium on Gileadean Studies in the year 2195
feel none of Offred’s pain and despair.(128)
Professor Pioxoto gives a talk on a manuscript that he and Professor Wade have
transcribed from about thirty cassette tapes. Despite Offred’s reconstructions and
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snuggle to be in control of her story, her writing of herself almost disappears as Professor
Pioxoto dampens the strength of her personal narrative by admitting that he and Professor
Wade edit and title it. Howells writes, “[Offred] never finishes her story and her voice is
almost drowned out by the voice of a male historian”(103). Atwood’s readers see the
misogyny of Professor Pioxoto's lecture, especially through his comments about the
“Underground Frailroad” {The Handmaid's Tale 301).
As Professor Pioxoto discusses tlie reign of the Republic, he undermines every
aspect of the individual that Offred stmggles to create. Pioxoto’s talk elevates the
“fallibility and limitations of nairative, a theme that recurs throughout Offred’s story, by
asking if there are any questions, Atwood,through Pioxoto, is able to drive this point
home. The reader is, of course, left with many questions, all of which will remain
unanswered”(Cooke 125). These questions lead the reader to consider the power of
language, the importance of narrative, and the influence of time on the emotional aspect
of humanity in literature.
The postmodern conclusion, or lack thereof, leads readers to wonder if Offred
accomplishes anything at all. With another play on Offred’s name, Cooke remarks that
“The final irony...is that Offred is also ‘of and offered by the two professors who
transcribe her story and finally publish and comment upon it”(125). However, Howells
comments that through Offred’s telling of her story, Offred connects her world with that
of today’s readers to warn them “in the hope of averting a nightmare like Gilead for our
own future” (108). Professor Pioxoto’s lecture diminishes the role of the Handmaid
nearly to extinction-an end result which Offred fights against throughout her entire
narration. Offred’s narrative introduces the reader to many common shoitcomings-“fear
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and passivity, blindness about the real value of human relationships, and the willingness
to patronize others and tolerate double standards-[which] are...elements of our own time
as well. We...find ourselves in the uncomfortable position of being the butt of a very
pointed satire”(Cooke 135). Roberts agrees with the point of this satire and illustrates
the parallel of the time before the Republic to that of our own lives:
Offred wants to reclaim the past, ‘everything back the way it was,’ but
since this is a dystopia, a novel set in a hypothetical and bleak future, her
desire for the past is actually a desire for our present. We are the time
before: we have now that which she can never have again. What we have
is a possibility for connection, freedom and security that is both within our
grasp and (at least according to the vision of this novel) already lost to us.
(130-1)
This final level of analysis, from the novel to our current society, fully concludes
Atwood’s thematic concepts. The Handmaid's Tale functions as a work to warn readers
against complacency in the present and about events in the past, with added emphasis
upon human rights.
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CHAPTER IV: Orwxand Crake
INTRODUCTION
Atwood creates a different type of dystopian society in Oryx and Crake, which
changes the focus from a major transformation in a society, as in The Handmaid's Tale,
to the consequences of our own society's actions. Published in 2003, Oryx and Crake
takes a tragic look at scientific manipulation and humanity’s impact on the environment.
Atwood uses many different genres to create this work; Coral Ann Howells describes this
novel as a combination of “dystopia, satire, wilderness survival narrative and castaway
narrative, tragic romance triangle, and the quest to the Underworld”(171). All of these
genres combine in Atwood’s unique style to shake the reader’s complacency about
current situations in our society. Unlike The Handmaid's Tale, which focuses on the
characters’ complacency, Oryw and Crake makes a certain and explicit call to readers to
protect the environment and create mandates on scientific exploration. Through all of
this weighty material, Atwood entertains with signature word play and irony, making her
“both literary celebrity and moral conscience”(Cooke 29). Cooke describes Oryx and
Crake as “an anomaly” in Atwood’s work. This novel marks Atwood’s first usage of a
male narrator and does not make issues of feminism the initial concern.(113). Atwood
revisits her satiric skill in dystopia from The Handmaid's Tale to create a new
exaggeration, more focused on the environment and consequences of current moral
ambiguities in regard to human rights and experimentation.
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In Atwood's world. Crake's genetically engineered people, the Crakers, live
together in a community. They regard Snowman,the only natural human left, as a
prophet of sorts. However, they do not provide him with human intimacy, as he knew in
the world before the tragedy that left him here alone. Crake condemned Snowman to the
worst punishment possible when he left Snowman with no natural human
companionship. The Crakers provide Snowman with a distraction and possibly
entertainment at times, but they will never be able to take part in an equal camaraderie
with him.
In Shannon Hengen's essay “Margaret Atwood and the Environment,” Hengen
cites an interview that Atwood had with Evan Solomon in which she recommends that
readers of Ory.x and Crake read Edward Wilson’s The Future ofLife for background
information. Wilson’s work calls for a wider view of environmentalism, seeing it as a
responsibility for all people and not just a “special-interest hobby”(73). The Future of
Life begins with an epigraph from J.C. Sawhill, president of The Nature Society which
states, “In the end, our society will be defined not only by what we create, but by what
we refuse to destroy” (qtd. in Wilson). This statement provides Atwood with her ultimate
thematic concept in Ory’x and Crake and parallels it with our own society.
In The Future ofLife, Wilson reports that the world is populated by over six
billion people. Most are poverty-stricken, and almost one billion are nearly starving. All
of these people want to have a better quality of life and will do anything for it, which
often includes consuming the last bit of the natural environment left in many places
(xxiii). Wilson also reflects upon the advancements of the twentieth century, when
science and technology made huge gains. Human rights and democracy became terms
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heard across the globe; however,“humanity [also] managed collaterally to decimate the
natural env ironment and draw down the nonrenewable resources of the planet with
cheerful abandon....If Earth's ability to support our growth is fmite-and it is-we were
mostly too busy to notice** (22). According to Wilson, adaptation is a characteristic of all
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naturally occurring species. However, if these species do not

adapt mutually’ and ‘if

present trends continue,' by the year 2100 scientists will be challenged ‘to create new
kinds of plants and animals by genetic engineering and somehow fit them together into
tree-living artificial ecosystems'(Hengen 72).
In addition to environmentalism, another major theme of Atwood’s work is her
use of interactive doubles. Atwood brings these pairings from technique to theme by
showing the flourishing coexistence of male and female and science and art that the
characters and readers would do well to observe. The title. Oryx and Crake, as well as
the epigraphs by Swift and Woolf, maintain a binary quality that introduces the reader to
the concept of co-existing doubles. Atwood includes lines from Virginia Woolfs To the
Lighthouse: “Was there no safety? No learning by heart of the ways of the world? No
guide, no shelter, but all was miracle and leaping from the pinnacle of a tower into the
air?

Howells comments that the epigraph places “male and female voices...in

counterpoint, where Gulliver’s statement insisting on objectivity and ‘plain matter of
fact’ in his tale is immediately challenged by Woolf’s female artist figure who places her
emphasis on human emotions with all their uncertainties and also their moments of
vision’’(172). This masculine/feminine pairing also continues into the novel, with Crake
personifying a typically masculine field of science and reason, and Jimmy/Snowman
representing the world of fantasy and emotion, the more feminine realm (Howells 177).
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Onx cinci Crake marks the first time that Atwood uses male characters in her analysis of
doubles. This novel comes from the point of view of the “sidekick, who kills the
superhero and survives"(Howells 177). In a talk known as the Kesterton Lecture,
Atwood emphasizes the importance of imagination and the arts as “companions" to
science;"Ulo separate them, or to ignore and degrade the arts altogether, is to threaten
our very being as humans, for ‘our technological inventiveness is generated by our
emotions, not our minds'"(qtd. in Hengen 75). Howells comments that the narrative
structure is also doubled: “there are two dystopian visions-one a bioengineered
wilderness nightmare and the other a savagely satirical version of late capitalist Western
society"(172). Snowman’s present nightmare demands more attention throughout the
work, but readers cannot overlook the fact that his present situation is at least in part
caused by coiporate competition that separates people from one another and fosters an
increasing fear of abduction for the ransom of knowledge.
Atwood’s Oryx and Crake operates on a more personal level than The
Handmaid's Tale. The reader sees Jimmy/Snowman’s individual tragedy, which is
compounded by the inhumanity of the Children of Crake and the isolation caused by
fewer characters. Cooke comments upon this change in subject; “Atwood changes the
setting so as to exaggerate and expose some of the failings in our society, including
disregard for the environment and the inequitable distribution of power between
individuals"(113). While the “glass ceiling" of the 1980s made women feel as if the
reality of The Handmaid's Tale could be a possibility, Atwood saw that the society of the
early 2

century would need a dystopia concerned with manipulation of the environment

and medicinal break-throughs of the ever-progressing technological world, which she
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provides in Ory.\ and Crake. Though these topics could be illustrated with far less
personal detail. Atwood sees a need for personal attention. She says in an interview with
Claudia Dreifus that "lilt always does come down to the person who lives next door. It
always comes down sooner or later to somebody you know. That’s why I always try to
write from the point of view of the individual”(6). Atwood well illustrates this point by
including the personal details of relationships among characters in Oryx and Crake.
Atwood creates two illustrations of human grouping in Oryx and Crake. The
earliest grouping of humans is more similar to today’s society. Families lived together in
research compounds. Later, the Crakers live in a small group led by Jimmy/Snowman.
In Aristotle’s Politic.',- Book One. Aristotle discusses the creation and reason for humans’
grouping together in social networks. He writes:
The reason why man is an animal fit for a state to a fuller extent than any
bee or any herding animal is obvious....Man alone among the animals
possesses speech. Speech...serves to make clear what is beneficial and
what is harmful, and so also what is just and what is unjust.... [Man]
alone has sense of good and evil,just and unjust, etc. An association in
these matters makes a household and a state.(1.2.7-18)
Based on this observation of statehood, one can see that the original grouping of
humanity into Compounds definitely meets Aristotle s criteria for a state. The Crakers
world also fulfills Aristotle’s requirements, but their state exists on the basis of suiwival
rather than morality. Aristotle continues by saying,“Whoever is incapable of
associating, or has no need to because of self-sufficiency, is no part of a state; so he is
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either a beast or a god”(1.2.28-30). By this definition, one may evaluate various
characters in Margaret Atwood’s Oryx and Crake.
First, the differences Crake creates between Snowman and the Crakers result in
Snowman's disassociation from them. Snowman is “incapable of associating” with the
Crakers because they do not understand his language of before. Also, they do not
associate with Snowman because they “[have] no need to because of self-sufficiency.”
According to Aristotle, does this make Snowman a beast or a god? Snowman answers
this question by making himself a god to the Crakers through his imaginative telling of
their history. Could this god-like state be a reflection of Aristotle’s definition? Crake
seems to be above the rest of the other human characters in this novel, somewhat
“incapable of associating.” Finally, Oryx, the Oriental woman of Crake and Jimmy s
obsession, seems to be the only character capable of being a part of the state,

She

spends her life associating with people of all types, though oftentimes these people force
this association upon her. She seems to be the only person who encourages Jimmy, later
known as Snowman, to communicate with others and actually become vulnerable by
nurturing relationships.
Aristotle concludes his passage about characteristics of a state saying, the virtue
of justice is a characteristic of a state”(1.2.36-38). This idea of “justice also provides a
means through which one may examine the various “state associations of Oryx and
Crake. Do Crake’s actions bring justice to humanity for its disregard for the
environment? Does Jimmy’s killing Crake provide justice for Crake’s actions? To
investigate the meaning of “state,” Atwood investigates language, communication, and
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companionship through Snowman. These three aspects of humanity become essential for
his survival in Oryx and Crake.
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SNOWMAN
Oryx and Crake begins with Atwood’s description of a desolate land and one
survivor of some type of tragedy. The protagonist. Snowman, wakes and introduces the
reader to his world through a third-person indirect interior monologue; “The effect of this
technique is to displace Jimmy/Snowman from the centre of his own narrative,just as he
is displaced from the post-catastrophe world around him”(Howells 173). By the end of
the first section, Atwood characterizes this place in which Snowman lives-a place that no
longer needs a watch because time does not matter and that values food and health as the
only commodity available.
Snowman’s loneliness quickly becomes apparent as he listens for a voice. He
says, “It’s isn’t Oryx, it’s some other woman. Oryx is no longer very talkative” {Oryx
and Crake 11). Early in this novel, Atwood creates a sense of mystery about this lady.
Oryx; “‘[s]ay anything,’ [Snowman] implores her. She can hear him, he needs to believe
that, but she’s giving him the silent treatment. ‘What can I do?’ he asks her” {Oryx and
Crake 11). This dialogue reveals Snowman’s desperate need to hear from Oryx to end
the emptiness he feels in this new land. His need for speech links him to Aristotle’s
definition of a state and illustrates humanity’s innate desire to create a community.
However, Snowman is not alone in this land. Snowman tells these people, the
Crakers, that they are “Children of Crake,” which raises Crake to a god-like status that
Snowman knows would be disgusting to him through the “spectacle of his own gradual
deification” {Oryx and Crake 104). Atwood compares Snowman and the Crakers,
saying,“For the children [of Crake]- thick skinned, resistant to ultraviolet - he s a
creature of dimness, of the dusk”(OrvA:and Crake 6). Snowman explains some of the
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Crakers’ features,“each one naked, each one perfect, each one a different skin colour chocolate, rose, tea, butter, cream, honey - but each with green eyes. Crake’s aesthetic”
{Oryix and Crake 8). These child-like creatures look to Snowman for guidance and their
history. Snowman has some companionship with the Children of Crake, but they
function separately from his humanity. The Crakers have a state of their own that
excludes Snowman. Also, like his immortalization of Oryx, Snowman’s continuous
reference to Crake builds the readers’ anticipation for explanation of this character and
his role in creating the world in which Snowman now lives.
Snowman gives the Children of Crake their history through stories and
mythology. They believe him and look to him for their source of information about their
world. Snowman tells them a story of their origin:
Crake made the bones ofthe Children of Crake out ofthe coral on the
beach, and then he made theirflesh out ofa mango. But the Children of
Oryx hatched out ofan egg, a giant egg laid by Oryx herself Actually she
laid two eggs: onefull ofanimals and birds andfish, and the other onefull
of words. But the eggfull of words hatchedfirst, and the Children of
Crake had already been created by then, and they'd eaten up all the words
because they were hungry, and so there were no words left over when the
second egg hatched out. And that is why the animals can 7 talk. {Oryx and
Crake 96)
Because of the Crakers’ trust in stories like these. Snowman must make up some
explanation that the Crakers can understand for all of their questions. Their language
difference creates gaps in communication, separating Snowman from the only
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community he now knows. These stories not only help the Crakers, but Snowman
himself seems to survive by retelling what has happened. Eleonora Rao comments in her
essay “Home and Nation in Margaret Atwood’s Later Fiction” that storytelling for
Snowman is “a means of survival that allows Snowman to avoid sinking into a world
where words lose their consistency, use, and meaning”(111). Snowman and the Crakers
build a relationship, but Snowman can never be a part of the Crakers’ community, and
the Crakers can never be part of Snowman’s humanity.
Despite the minimal helpfulness of the Crakers, Snowman usually lives alone.
One night he hears their voices:
There is a distant, peaceful murmur from the village: human voices. If
you can call them human. As long as they don’t start singing. Their
singing is unlike anything he ever heard in his vanished life: it’s beyond
the human level, or below it....More like ferns unscrolling - something
old, carboniferous, but at the same time newborn, fragrant, verdant. It
reduces him, forces too many unwanted emotions upon him. He feels
excluded, as if from a party to which he will never be invited”(Oryx and
Crake 105-6).
Snowman hears and feels the sense of community among the Crakers. Their song
reiterates the natural quality of their existence. Even the earth itself seems to be able to
commune with the Crakers, but Snowman cannot. As he listens, he feels increasingly
more alone. He thinks he might speak to the Crakers and say, “/’m your past....!'m your
ancestor, come from the land of the dead. Now I'm lost, / can't get hack. I'm stranded
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from here. I’m oil alone. Let me in!”(Oryx and Crake 106). He aches to belong with
anyone, even these quasi-humans. However, Howells notes:
...Snowman, wrapped in a bed sheet, stinking and starving, is all too
recognizably human...reduced at zero hour to his primal condition as a
‘bare, forked animal’, but still possessed of memory and imagination and
the power of words, all contained in ‘the burning scrapbook in his head’
(p.11). Indeed, it is he...who becomes the unlikely hero of the novel,
bridging the gaps between past, present, and future for the Crakers and for
the readers”(171).
As this introductory section closes, Atwood includes this observation -“Everything is so
empty. Water, sand, sky, trees, fragments of past time. Nobody to hear him”(Oryx and
Crake 11). Again, Snowman longs for someone with whom he can speak and share this
place. Snowman becomes part of the world of the living and of the dead, but he cannot
fully claim or escape either of them (Rao 108). Atwood quickly develops this thematic
concept of the necessity of companionship through Snowman’s yearning for Oryx and
patronization of the Children of Crake. Snowman’s relationship to the Crakers seems to
be more of an obligation rather than a friendship; however, the Crakers do prove

on

several occasions to be somewhat useful to his survival. With no emotion and nothing to
lose or gain by forming calculating relationships with others, the Crakers function as a
perfect “state”-perfect in every way, except actually being human.
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CRAKERS
Even from Jimmy/Snowman’s first experience with the Crakers, he showed
amazement at the provisions that Crake provided for them biologically. Crake blended
several biologically keen species into one quasi-human being. From their digestive
systems to defense systems, the Crakers have more biological protection than knowledge
of their new environment. Crake knew that these people would have no idea of what to
do in this new land, so he provided some instmction through a woman named Oryx and
arranged long-term care through Snowman. However, Atwood herself states in an
interview with Eleanor Case and Maggie McDonald,“The Crakers are not idiots, by the
way. I’d call them clever primates”(qtd. in Case 4). These creatures interact with one
another and with Snowman in such ways that question the very basis of what it means to
be human.
One protection provision Crake provided for the Crakers consists of urine
programmed with chemicals to warn away various genetically altered animals, such

as

wolvogs, rakunks, bobkittens, and pigoons. Snowman notices, “Crake allotted the special
piss to men only; he said they’d need something important, something that didn’t involve
childbearing, so they wouldn’t feel left out” {Oryx and Crake 155). The men make a
circle, facing outward, and urinate around the boundary of the Crakers’ living space.
This chore bonds the men together as protectors of their group and helps foster the sense
of community among the Crakers, in turn further ostracizing Snowman.
Another interesting feature of the Crakers lies in their fast maturity. Crake always
thought that humans spent far too much time in childhood. Now the one-year-old
Crakers look like they are five. By the age of four, a Craker will have the physique ot an
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adolescent. Years before. Crake said,“No other species used up sixteen years that way
{Oryx and Crake 158).
Also, the Crakers have a very stream-lined digestive system. Atwood explains
her reasoning for creating different characteristics of these beings in an interview with
Case and McDonald. Their vegetarian lifestyle removes the need for agriculture, which
in turn removes the need for a work force, which eliminates the cause of “accumulation
of goods and therefore social inequality because some people accumulate more than
others and some people get to be bosses over others.” Atwood also includes the function
of eating one’s own dung to allow for the digestion of eating leaves (qtd. in Case 4).
Crake’s primary goal consisted of creating the most efficient human species possible,
which he did. However, this came at a cost of most of natural humanity.
Crake also created a very specific way for the Crakers to reproduce. Atwood saw
an article in National Geographic on the Ethiopian gelada monkeys to which she
compared her Crakers. The male primate has a pink patch on his chest that becomes red
when four females have chosen him (Case 4). Atwood also uses color patches to reveal
the reproductive availability of a Craker. Through this specific, orderly means of
reproduction. Crake eliminated the possibility of boredom with a life mate, rejection by
an object of desire, or insecurity about the interest of a potential mate. In Crake’s world,
the female’s abdomen becomes blue when she is most fertile. The males smell a
pheromone that attracts them to her. Crake noted, “...there’s no more unrequited love
these days, no more thwarted lust; no more shadow between the desire and the act” {Oryx
and Crake 165). These men then find flowers to present to the fertile female. They all
sing a mating song, during which the males’ genitals turn the same blue of the female's
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abdomen. They sway in time to the mating song, and the female chooses four mates by
the floral gifts they bring to her. The others immediately leave, with no hurt feelings.
The female and four males go to a private place and have sex until the woman becomes
pregnant. The group will never know the identity of the father of the child; however, the
group rears all of the children together, so the father’s identity is inconsequential to the
child’s well-being in this format. This new idea of “family” makes the Crakers’
community stronger.
Also, Crake removed the possibility of racism from the lives of the Crakers.
“Pseudospeciation,” as the people in Crake’s lab, Paradice, referred to it, is impossible
because the Crakers do not even register color. The Crakers do not need to conquer
people or land because their digestive systems require grazing, which allows them to eat
readily-available foods. The Crakers have no need for land to inherit because they have
no marriages or paternal ties of any kind {Oryx and Crake 305). Despite their “perfect”
humanity, Jimmy cannot identify with the Crakers in the “post-catastrophic world
1 because) they lack a sense of humor or ambiguity or loss, and they cannot read”(Hengen
83).

This disconnect furthers Jimmy’s separation from the only companions he has left.
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JIMMY
Flashbacks, a common tool for Atwood,create the history of the genuinely human
characters before the tragedy that created the world in which Snowman lives. Oryx and
Crake provides flashbacks to Jimmy’s youth and Oryx’s childhood. Crake’s story
converges with Jimmy’s story in their youth. Snowman’s flashback begins years earlier,
when he was a good boy named Jimmy. Jimmy’s father worked for Organinc Farms.
His project used pigoons, a genetically engineered pig-like creature, to create human
replacement organs. Jimmy’s father explained,“The pigoon organs could be customized,
using cells from individual human donors, and the organs were frozen imtil needed. It
was much cheaper than getting yourself cloned for spare parts...or keeping a for-harvest
child or two stashed away in some illegal baby orchard” {Oryx and Crake 23). Jimmy’s
mother also worked for Organinc Farms as a microbiologist. Both his mother and father
worked to create organisms more resistant to diseases. This piece of history works well
for this dystopia, exaggerating current technology to test the personal limits of morality.
At the time of Jimmy’s adolescence, the nation was divided between Compound
people and “pleebland” people. Ronald Wright observes that the hierarchy is divided into
two groups-“a techno-elite who lives in fortified company compounds, and the
dangerous “Pleeblands,” an urban jungle where the masses live” (qtd. in Somacarrera
55). This sense of division created a hierarchy among the people common to people
today. Even within the Compound, those who were accepted to better schools or had
better jobs seemed to be higher in the class system. In an interview, Atwood remarks that
she writes about what is already happening-“...public space has been more or less given
up for lost. Security is now a matter of gated communities....Coiporations want to
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prevent knowledge theft and raiding, because everything is now completely
commercialised”(qtd. in Case 3). For this reason, Jimmy felt immense pressure from his
father to do well in school and get into a quality EduCompound for higher education.
This pressure led to his low self-esteem and further fostered his later detachment from
society.
Also, during Jimmy’s adolescence, his mother left. She wrote a letter to Jimmy,
which he quotes mainly as “blah blah blah” to explain her leaving. Two months before
Jimmy’s mother left, a boy named Glenn, later known as Crake, moved to Jimmy’s
school. Jimmy’s mother liked Glenn, calling him “intellectually honourable” {Oryx and
Crake 69). She enjoyed his objectivity and adult-like conversation skills. He followed a
hypothesis through to its logical conclusion, she noted. Jimmy knew that his mother
wished he could also have these skills. Snowman remembers,“Crake had had a thing
about him even then

He generated awe-not an overwhelming amount of it, but

enough. He exuded potential, but potential for what? Nobody knew, and so people were
wary of him” {Oryx and Crake 75). Perhaps Crake’s difference drew Jimmy to him as
they began to spend more time playing computer games together and watching
inappropriate things on television, such as kiddie-pom and public executions. Snowman
remembers, “This was how the two of them first saw Oryx....she looked eight....Her
name wasn’t Oryx, she didn’t have a name. She was just another little girl on a porno
site” {Oryx and Crake 90). Just seeing Oryx on the television did not make the boys take
notice of her. Many young girls starred in that type of show, but Oryx had a way about
her that captured them. They saw that the other girl in the video was scared of the men
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behind the camera who forced them to do these sexual acts, but Oryx stopped acting out
her part for a moment to look into the camera:
She smiled a hard little smile that made her appear much older, and wiped
the whipped cream from her mouth. Then she looked over her shoulder
and right into the eyes of the viewer - right into Jimmy’s eyes, into the
secret person inside him. /see you, that look said. I see you watching. I
know you. I know what you want.(Oryx and Crake 90-1)
For the desperately lonely Jimmy, this look tore into him, and he never forgot her. The
boys reveal their innate differences in the days of their youth-“Crake finds such sites
hilarious but they make Jimmy very uneasy

”(Howells 175). Snowman later

philosophizes, “Executions were [life’s] tragedies, pornography was its romance”(Oryx
and Crake 85). In a satirical world, this statement proves quite true, for exaggeration
makes Atwood’s point. She parallels executions and pornography in real life with
today’s tragic and romantic television shows, making them more grotesque because of
their truth. Likewise, Oryx and Crake, at times, could only be more grotesque if it was
true.
Snowman remembers that he and Crake would also play games such as
Extinctathon, Barbarian Stomp, Kwiktime Osama, or Three-Dimensional Waco. These
games all required “parallel strategies.” These ways of thinking forced a player to
consider where he will go and also where the other player will go before either get there.
Snowman remembers that Crake “was good at those games because he was a master of
the sideways leap”(Oryx and Crake 40). The game Extinctathon also resulted in Glenn s
name change to Crake. Crake chose animals for their game code names. Glenn picked
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the Red-necked Crake. He also decided Jimmy’s code name-the Thickney. They called
one another these code names for a while, at least until Crake realized that Jimmy was
not whole-heartedly into the game. However, Crake’s code name stayed. Jimmy tried to
get Crake to react to him. He admits, “it was one of his weaknesses, to care what other
people thought of him”(Oniv and Crake 73). This adolescent play foreshadows Crake’s
domination of Snowman in the future and his excellence in planning and executing
difficult strategies, as well as Snowman’s dependence on Crake’s friendship.
Years later, Jimmy and Crake graduated and went to very different
EduCompounds. The best one, Watson-Crick, bid very highly for Crake, who was at the
top of the class. Jimmy went to Martha Graham, an arts school. At Martha Graham,
Jimmy learned to use his painful past, especially his mother’s disappearance, to get girls
to date him. However, only Oryx saw through his ploy. She replied, “5o, Jimmy, your
mother went somewhere else? Too bad. Maybe she had some good reasons. You
thought of that?"'{Oryx and Crake 191). Perhaps this straight-forward talk caused Jimmy
to pursue the relationship with Oryx because she would not let him feel sorry for himself.
Her ability to see through him kept Jimmy interested because he sensed that he had
nothing to hide from Oryx.
While at the EduCompounds, Crake and Jimmy stayed in touch by email. Jimmy
made one trip to Watson-Crick to see Crake. Jimmy listened as Crake told him the
secrets of the Compound:
..there’s the distribution end....They put the hostile bioforms into their
vitamin pills-their HelthWyzer over-the-counter premium brand, you
know? They have a really elegant delivery system-they embed a virus
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inside a carrier bacterium, E. coli splice, doesn’t get digested, bursts in the
pylorus, and bingo! Random insertion, of course, and they don’t have to
keep on doing it-if they did they’d get caught, because even in the
pleeblands they’ve got guys who could figure it out”{Oryx and Crake
211).
Jimmy could not believe that scientists made people sick for a profit, but he quickly
learned that the HelthWyzer brand and Crake himself had kept secrets from him.
Also during his visit to Watson-Crick, Crake introduced him to the real game of
Extinctathon. Jimmy met the Grandmasters who worked for Crake on a new project
called Paradice. Then, Crake took Jimmy out to the pleeblands, to New New York, to see
what RejoovenEsence actually created and the pleebland reaction to the product. Before
they went. Crake gave Jimmy a shot of his own concoction, a vaccine for diseases in the
pleeblands that would attack one from the Compounds. He explained that the people
living in the pleeblands grow up immune to these diseases, but being from the Compound
“was like having a big sign on your forehead that said. Eat Me”{Oryx and Crake 287).
Jimmy thought that Crake gave him the vaccine because of their friendship, saving him
from the diseases of the pleeblands.
Crake told Jimmy more about the work at RejoovenEsence, including a new
contraception pill, which served four purposes:
“a) would protect the user against all known sexually transmitted diseases,
fatal, inconvenient, or merely unsightly; b) would provide an unlimited
supply of libido and sexual prowess, coupled with a generalized sense of
energy and well-being, thus reducing the fmstration and blocked
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testosterone that led to jealousy and violence, and eliminated feelings of
low self-worth; c) would prolong youth. These three capabilities would be
the selling points, said Crake; but there would be a fourth, which would
not be advertised. The BlyssPluss Pill would also act as a sure-fire onetime-does-it-all birth-control pill, for male and female alike, thus
automatically lowering the population level.(Oryx and Crake 294)
Crake saw humanity as a society killing itself by overpopulation. His perfect society left
no place for personal human affection or friendship because he treated humans as objects
to be counted and statistically manipulated. Crake viewed humanity as a group and
worked to better the group, regardless of individual pain. Crake explained,“Demand for
resources has exceeded supply for decades in marginal geopolitical areas, hence the
famines and droughts; but very soon, demand is going to exceed supply/or everyone.
With the BlyssPluss Pill the human race will have a better chance of swimming” {Oryx
and Crake 295). Crake believed that stopping most of humanity from reproducing would
help the race survive. Atwood says, “The reason [Crake] does it is not, in his mind, evil.
His motivations are the best - an improvement on society - but he knows that
improvement will not survive unless he gets rid of the bad ‘us.’ And the problem is, we
are very close to being able to do that”(qtd. in D’Souza 45). Crake’s work reveals some
possibilities for our scientific future and the moral obligations that will arise contingent
upon this type of technology.
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ORYX
Crake finally revealed his reason for telling Jimmy about BlyssPluss - he wanted
Jimmy to advertise for his new product. Jimmy saw Oryx in person when he went to
work for Crake. Howells remaiks upon the restraints on Oryx’s characterization because
..in this male-focused narrative. Oryx never has a chance to emerge from the stereotype
image of the sexually desirable Oriental female”(180). Oryx managed the distribution of
the pills in the BlyssPluss project. She also worked on Crake’s new project, which he
called Paradice; however,“just as the name ‘Paradice’ is itself a parody, with suggestions
of trickery coded into its spelling, so Crake’s atheistic definition of immortality is nothing
but advertising hype”(Howells 178).
At the Paradice facility. Oryx became the Crakers’ first teacher. She tried to
promote similarity among herself and the Crakers by not wearing clothes when she went
to teach them. Simple speech also helped them to accept her and her lessons about what
to eat and what not to touch. As Snowman stands in the desolate world in which he now
lives, he thinks back to his life like a play-a staged event in which he simply plays a part.
He feels that the circumstances in which he finds himself happened in a methodical
manner, and he had no choice in the ending:
[Njow he’s come to the crux in his head, to the place in the tragic play
where it would say: Enter Oryx. Fatal moment. But which fatal moment?
Enter Oryx as a young girl on a kiddie-porn site,flowers in her hair,
whipped cream on her chin; or. Enter Oryx as a teenage new item, sprung
from a pervert's garage: or. Enter Oryx, stark naked and pedagogical in
the Crakers' inter sanctum: or. Enter Oryx, towel around her hair.
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emergingfrom the shower; or, Enter Oryx, in a pewter-grey silk pantsuit
and demure half-high heels, carrying a briefcase, the image ofa
professional Compound globewise saleswoman? {Oryx and Crake 307-8)
As Jimmy spent time with the two of them at work, he knew Crake loved Oryx. Jimmy
had never seen Crake in love. When he asked Crake about Oryx, he simply replied, “‘I
encountered her through Student Services’” {Oryx and Crake 309). Jimmy realized that
Oryx was a pleebland prostitute who Crake raised to her current position because he
loved her—a very simple situation except for the fact that Jimmy thought he had loved
Oryx since they first saw her in the kiddie-pom show. However, Jimmy knew that he
could never touch Oryx because Crake loved her, and Crake was Jimmy’s only friend.
Snowman remembers,“...then Oryx seduced him. What else to call it? She came to his
suite on purpose, she marched right in, she had him out of his shell in two minutes flat”
{Oryx and Crake 312). She told him that Crake lived in a “higher world”-a place of
“ideas” and “doing important things.” She straightened out Jimmy’s distress at the
thought of betraying his friend when she said,“Crake is my boss. You are for fun....’
‘Crake won’t know’” {Oryx and Crake 313). Oryx confronted Jimmy about his inability
to reciprocate vulnerability in a relationship. He said,‘“But I talk to you, to which she
replied,‘“Do you?

{Oryx and Crake 49). Again, Oryx pointed out Jimmy’s inability to

communicate with others, a quality that consistently keeps him outside of the “state
around which he lives.
Jimmy wanted Oryx to talk about her past most of the time that they spent
together. Snowman wondered if she ever told him the truth; “sometimes he [felt] that her
entire past - everything she’d told him -[wasj his own invention” {Oryx and Crake 316).
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Once, she went along with his insistences and answered his questions. When asked what
she was thinking in the video Crake and Jimmy saw on the HotTotts website,“She
sighed. ‘I was thinking,’ she said tracing a little circle on his skin with her fingernail,
‘that if I ever got the chance, it would not be me down on my knees’” {Oryx and Crake
92). This image of defiance gave her much more substance than Jimmy’s visions. Oryx
taught Jimmy a lesson in the economy of life. She told him:
...everything has a price.’[He replied,] ‘Not everything. That can’t be
true. You can’t buy time. You can’t buy...’ He wanted to say love, but
hesitated. It was too soppy. ‘You can’t buy it, but it has a price,’ said
Oryx. ‘Everything has a price.’ ‘Not me,’ said Jimmy, trying to joke. ‘I
don’t have a price.’ Wrong, as usual. {Oryx and Crake 139)
As Snowman looked back at this conversation, he sees that his current desperation
simplifies the economy of his life. Everything has a price. His friendships with Oryx and
Crake came with a price, which he realized far too late to save himself and humanity.
Oryx’s difficult childhood made Jimmy want to protect her and love her, unlike
the other girls he had dated. Oryx told him that her mother sold both her and her older
brother to a man who made regular trips to the village, usually in a car. He came around
to the villages to buy children. The mothers thought that they were saving their children,
especially the girls, by sending them away from the impoverished world in which they
lived. Oryx compared life with her mother and life with the man in the car. She said:
...they had no more love, supposing they’d had some in the first place.
But they had a money value: they represented a cash profit to others.
They must have sensed that-sensed they were worth something. Of
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course (said Oryx), having a money value was no substitute for love.
Every child should have love, every person should have it.... but love was
undependable, it came and then it went, so it was good to have a money
value, because then at least those who wanted to make a profit from you
would make sure you were fed enough and not damaged too much. Also
there were many who had neither love nor a money value, and having one
of these things was better than having nothing.{Oryx and Crake 126)
Oryx's experiences with love and money taught her to value the objectivity of a monetary
value. However, this experience did not dampen Oryx’s ability to have relationships

as

Jimmy’s past did. Oryx continued her story with her brother’s disappearance. Her
brother ran away, and Oryx never knew if he survived or not. She learned that asking
would be worthless. Oryx made money for the man by selling roses to tourists. Oryx’s
delicate features made her a top seller. The man. Uncle En, capitalized on Oryx attractive
features. He allowed her to go with men to their hotel rooms and then barged in before
anything happened and demanded money to keep the man’s indiscretion a secret. One
day another man divided up Oryx and the other girls because Uncle En was killed. Oryx
found herself in the group making kiddie-pom films. Eventually, she learned English by
giving a man sexual favors in exchange for lessons. All of these events molded Oryx’s
future personality. She became a woman who looked out for herself and took care of
herself. She lived her life by the fact that she shared with Jimmy earlier, “Everything has
a price.

Oryx’s character presented dystopia well because she lacked the humanity that

would tear the system apart. She worked through the structure of this world and did not
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lose herself to affection. She compartmentalized her life to deal with one situation at a
time in a mechanical fashion.
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AFTER
Crake gave Jimmy several signs of his impending catastrophic decision. For
example, one day Jimmy and Crake discussed life and death. Jimmy questioned Crake
about his decision for all Crakers to die at age thirty with no disease and no old age.
Crake said, “‘Immortality...is a concept. If you take ‘mortality’ as being, not death, but
the foreknowledge of it and the fear of it, then ‘immortality’ is the absence of such fear.
Babies are immortal. Edit out the fear, and you’ll be...’” {Oryx and Crake 303). Crake
said that the Crakers had immortality because they did not fear death. He also asked
Jimmy difficult questions and made preparations for his Crakers:
Crake said once,‘Would you kill someone you loved to spare them pain?’
‘You mean, commit euthanasia?’ said Jimmy. ‘Like putting down your
pet turtle?’ ‘Just tell me,’said Crake. ‘I don’t know. What kind of love,
what kind of pain?’ Crake changed the subject. Then one lunchtime, he
said, ‘If anything happens to me,I’m depending on you to look after the
Paradice Project.’ {Oryx and Crake 320)
Jimmy tried to examine the pain that this type of scenario would inflict; however. Crake
only seemed interested in the completion of his Paradice Project. Earlier in the novel,
Jimmy and Crake discussed the difference between what is “real” and what is ‘fake.
Crake replied that after an alteration happened, the results were “what they look like in
real time. The process is no longer important” {Oryx and Crake 200). In the context of
the Crakers, one sees that Crake did not care that these beings are not human,only what
they looked like in real time counted. In real time, they looked like more perfect humans,
with more efficient physical systems and less emotional lives.
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At the first sign of the illness, Jimmy sent out the men working in the Paradice
bubble. He thought,“Nobody in the inner bubble now but himself and the Crackers”
(Ona and Crake 327). He learned from conunentators on the television that the sickness
was “a rogue hemorrhagic....The symptoms were high fever, bleeding from the eyes and
skin, convulsions, then breakdown of the inner organs, followed by death. The time from
the visible onset to final moment was amazingly short” {Oryx and Crake 325). As Jimmy
tried to figure out what was happening. Crake returned. Jimmy would not open the door,
so Crake told him that the vaccine he gave Jimmy against the pleebland diseases was
really against this catastrophic illness. Jimmy opened the door and saw Oryx slumped
against Crake’s chest.

As Jimmy watched,frozen with disbelief. Crake let Oryx fall

backwards, over his left arm. He looked at Jimmy, a direct look, unsmiling. T’m
counting on you,’ he said. Then he slit her throat. Jimmy shot him”{Oryx and Crake
328-9). The reader can see that all of the previous events Snowman relates pivot on this
crucial moment. Did Crake kill Oryx out of love? Was he thinking of her when he asked
Jimmy earlier if he would kill someone he loved to save her from pain? Or did Crake kill
Oryx to punish Jimmy by leaving him alone with virtually no other natural human being
on the planet?
As Jimmy copes with the tragedy of Crake’s doing, he began taking care of the
Crakers. “Three times a day Jimmy checked on the Crakers, peering in at them like a
voyeur. Scrap the simile: he was a voyeur. They seemed happy enough, or at least
contented. They grazed, they slept, they sat for long hours doing what appeared to be
nothing” {Oryx and Crake 339). Despite Jimmy’s disgust and sadness, he fulfills the
only obligation he has left. As Snowman looks back to these events he knows,“[elvery
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moment he’s lived in the past few months was dreamed first by Crake. No wonder Crake
screamed so much” {On\x and Crake 218). Snowman reveals a final irony in Crake’s
decisions for “[i|n the end Crake has to rely on those very human qualities in Jimmy like loyalty, honour and love—which in his arrogance he had edited out of the Crakers’
brains, in order to ensure the survival of his creatures”(Howells 179). Snowman’s very
human sense of obligation keeps the Crakers alive and helps Crake’s work survive.
Eventually, Snowman and tlie Crakers left the Paradice facility. Snowman led the
Crakers across the devastated land and protected them from the few horrific and
disfigured humans left. Snowman considered suicide, but he knew that Crake would find
that humorous and Oryx would find it disappointing. Therefore, he did the only thing left
for him to do-care for the Crakers. When Snowman returns from his journey to the
Paradice bubble, the Crakers tell him that other humans have found them. As the novel
ends. Snowman approaches the camp of the other humans with a gun. Atwood does not
reveal his final action. The reader must decide if he needs a human “state” to which he
can belong more than he values the Crakers’ safety or if his devotion to the Crakers will
make him eliminate these humans before anyone can harm them. Hengen analyses
Jimmy’s final decision by questioning “how greatly Jimmy has changed, how willing he
has become to acknowledge both human vulnerability and its antidotes-compassion,
faith, mercy, among them-and the potential for destructiveness.” She offers Jimmy’s two
options-sharing with the humans he finds or killing them. If Jimmy kills the only
humans remaining, what will being “human” mean after Jimmy’s eventual death and
..what remains of being human?”(Hengen 83). The answer to these questions may lie
in Aristotle’s definition for Snowman; is he a god or a beast?
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As a beast, Jimmy would care only for his own survival, and by his selfishness,
would condemn humanity to an end. The reader must assume Jimmy/Snowman’s
intentions are honorable to have any hope for humanity in the future of this world.
Howells reveals the change in Jimmy when he sees “differently, not because his physical
space has changed but because his perspective has changed, with the prospect of entering
again into human relationships”(183). This change gives Snowman a more long-term
view of life-humanity does not end with him. Jimmy contemplates his decision:
In the absence of God or of Oryx and Crake, Jimmy whispers his
desperate plea for help into the empty air: ‘What do you want me to do?’
The air it seems is not quite empty, though the answer which comes is
ambiguous: 'Don't let me down’(p. 433). It could be his mother’s voice
or it could be Oryx’s for they both used the same words, though asking
him to promise to do opposite things—His mother had pleaded with him
to destroy all bioengineered products, while Oryx had pleaded with him to
save the genetically engineered Crakers. (Howells 183)
While Atwood does not explicitly reveal Jimmy/Snowman’s decision, the reader can
infer from his new perspective on humanity that he will save humanity by allowing the
other humans to live.
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CHAPTER V: CONCLUSION
A word after a word after a word is power.
-Margaret Atwood
Spelling,” from True Stories
Coral Ann Howells asks,“What does it mean to be human? This is a question
which is becoming increasingly difficult to answer in the twenty-first century with its
miracles of biotechnology and genetic engineering

”(171). In The Handmaid's Tale,

humanity means individual freedom. Offred tells her story because through that story she
finds life as an individual. Jimmy/Snowman in Oryx and Crake finds humanity in
himself, in the authentically human qualities of honor, love, and loyalty that cause him to
guard the Crakers. Atwood provides in both The Handmaid's Tale and Oryx and Crake a
search for what makes one “human,” the idea that a quest for perfection loses true
humanity, and the question of innate “goodness” in humanity. Each of these themes
promotes Atwood’s overriding concept of the power of literature and the protection of
human rights and the environment.
Atwood’s work reveals the power of literature through its contingency upon the
human condition:
Human nature is made as much of reverence, compassion, and the
capacity to forgive, as of lust, greed, arrogance, and cruelty. To deny any
part is to lessen the whole. As whole creatures we both affect and are
affected by the larger environment in which we evolve, and [Atwood’s]
work asks us to bear that interconnectedness firmly in mind.(Hengen 84)
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In The Handmaid's Tale, Atwood illuminates human nature in all of its goodness and
depravity. Wliile Offred's love and loyalty to Nick help save her, her selfishness and
inability to risk herself for the good of all the oppressed by the Republic also prove to be
redemptive for her. In On\x and Crake, Jimmy/Snowman sees the good in humanity
through Oryx; however, her goodness was clearly contrived from evil means. Crake, on
the other hand, had a much less painful youth than Oryx but uses the advantages provided
to him by the Compound to end most of human life. His selfishness in providing a
guardian for his creation, the Crakers, happens to also save Jimmy’s life. These
combinations of good and evil illustrate Atwood’s interest in binary pairs and further her
point that one must depend on the other to create a balanced whole as part of the human
condition.
Another issue of humanity that Atwood explores is the quest for perfection. The
Commanders of the Republic of Gilead want an ideal community where women can
focus all of their energy on reproducing, and men can protect them from those against the
Republic. However, the Commanders forget any sense of personal freedom for the
women, or men for that matter, by making them prisoners in their world of perfection. In
Oryx and Crake, Crake lets the desire to have a perfect, immortal humanity drive out his
personal humanity. In an interview with Shannon Hengen, Atwood warns that the
desire to be superhuman results in the loss of whatever small amount of humanity you
may still retain” (qtd. in Hengen 74). Readers today should heed this word of warning
before making moral decisions about the cuiTent technological capabilities or stmcture of
society.
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Finally, after concluding two novels such as Vie Handmaid's Tale and Oryx and
Crake, one might wonder if goodness

does indeed exist in Atwood’s world. Irene

D'Souza asks Atwood this very question, to

which Atwood replies, “[w]e are a social

species. Part of our survival and success has come

from the fact that we do help. Every

culture has the idea that you have to help, so much so that strangers will leap into the
river to help another human being”(45). This thought of the lastin^, -jOodness of
humanity brings the conclusion of The Handmaid s Tale and Oryx and Crake to a
universal theme. Atwood's works show that the goodness of humanity will be the saving
grace of the world.
In conclusion, these novels present a very convincing portrayal of the power of
literature. Offred's .story becomes all that remains of her life and time as a Handmaid.
Depending upon Jimmy/Snowman’s choice of killing the other humans or letting them
live and form a community with him, his story may be the last mark of authentic
humanity. These satires leave lasting impressions upon readers, be^jging that history not
be forgotten and moral ambiguities not be overlooked. Atwood’s work points a fierce
hand to the level of complacency in the world and asks readers to not become the world
of Offred or Jimmy/Snowman’s "before.” Her work promises that as long as literature
remains a mark of humanity, mankind will continue writing a word after a word after a
word.
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